Offering Food to Bhikkhus

There was once a bhikkhu who lived in a cemetery. He would eat the food that had been offered to the dead. The laypeople objected and said: ‘How can this bhikkhu himself take our offerings for the dead and eat them?’  The bhikkhus heard of it, and modest bhikkhus said: ‘How can a bhikkhu bring food to his mouth which has not been given?’  Then THE BUDDHA heard of it, and said to the bhikkhu: ‘How can you, foolish man, bring food to your mouth which has not been given?’  And THE BUDDHA laid down the Pātimokkha rule that says it is an Pācittiya offence for a bhikkhu to bring food to his mouth which has not been given: tooth-sticks and water excepted. 

In the analysis (vibhanga) in the Pātimokkha, THE BUDDHA defines the word given. He says the food is properly given (it is allowable (kappiya)) only when the following factors are fulfilled: 

· The food has been given with the body 

 

(the giver has, for example, given the food with one hand or both), or  

· The food has been given with something attached to the body 

 

(the giver has, for example, given the food with a spoon), or

· The food has been given by ‘throwing’ it 

 

(the giver has, for example, dropped the food into the bhikkhu’s bowl).

· The bhikkhu and the giver stand within hatthapāsa of each other. 

 (hatthapāsa means within arm’s reach; it is defined as 2½ cubits; a cubit is from one’s fingertips to one’s elbow; the distance is not to be reckoned from the fingertips of the giver to the fingertips of the bhikkhu, but from body to body). 

· The bhikkhu has received the food with the body 

  

(he has received it, for example, into one hand or both), or

· The bhikkhu has received the food with something attached to the body

 

(he has received it into, for example, a bowl he is holding).

THE BUDDHA says the bhikkhu commits a Pācittiya offence for every mouthful of improperly given food he eats.

The ancient and authoritative Commentary to the Vinaya gives further details.  Two of them are:

· The thing given cannot be so big and heavy that an average person cannot lift it 

(for example, the food cannot all be put on a table and the table then lifted by more than one giver; that food has not been properly given: it is unallowable).

· The giver has to have indicated that he or she is giving the food 

(in other words, the giver has to make it clear to the bhikkhu that he or she is giving the food to the bhikkhu).

If just one of all these factors has not been fulfilled, the food is akappiya, not allowable, and the bhikkhu who wishes to preserve his sīla, his morality, will not eat it. 

If, for example, a layperson puts food on the ground beside the bhikkhu, and makes it clear that it has been given to the bhikkhu, it has according to THE BUDDHA still not been given properly: the bhikkhu who respects THE BUDDHA will not partake of that food. If, in another case, the bhikkhu is in doubt about whether the food has been given properly, he will again not partake of it. 

Most often, the bhikkhu does not say anything.  

It is for these reasons advisable that the person who wishes to offer food to a bhikkhu make sure he or she is not too far away from the bhikkhu when offering food, and make sure too that no doubt can arise as to the distance. It is furthermore not advisable that the bhikkhu should have to reach out to get the offered food—it is better that he receive it than that he have to take it.

Offering food is an occasion to make merit, and is an occasion for joy. THE BUDDHA did not specify the criteria for offering because he wanted the laypeople to worry, but for the whole procedure to be as skilful (kusala) as possible. It is a very skilful (kusala) thing to help a bhikkhu protect his Vinaya: it is an indication of respect for THE BUDDHA, the Dhamma and the Sangha.
(Note: Please make sure that the fruits with live seeds have been make allowable in front of a bhikkhu either by piercing the the fruit with a knife or nails; or by slightly burn the food by fire or lighter. Those fruits without seed or seeds have been removed is not necessary to do so.)
