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R
eincarnation means “to be born again in
the flesh,” from the Latin re- “again,” in
“in,” and carn, “flesh.” It is the theory or

belief that human beings are born into the
physical body, not just once, but multiple times.
In many religions and teachings, it includes
being born into animal bodies, but in others,
such as in theosophy, only in human forms.

Be lief in re in car na tion is an an cient one. In the
East, it is an in te gral part of Hindu phi los o phy
and re li gion, and may be found in the Laws of
Manu, Bhagavad Gita, the Upani•ads, the
Pur€Šas and even in the ear li est of the Vedas, the
Rig Veda. It is also called Sams€ra or the cy cle of 
birth and re birth from which ev ery as pi rant
seeks re lease to at tain lib er a tion or MokÕa. The
cause of such re turn is trishna (t••na) or thirst —
due to at tach ment to peo ple and things. The
Laws of Manu teaches re birth into an i mal form.
It is in vari ably linked to the doc trine of Karma,
or the law of cause and ef fect.  

Re in car na tion is also part of Bud dhist be lief,
de spite the fact that Bud dhism de nies the ex is -
tence of a en dur ing Self or štman. The re in car -
nat ing en tity is com posed of Skandhas or
ag gre gates which are man i fested from life to
life.

Among Af ri can tra di tional be liefs, we also find 
re in car na tion, such as in the Yoruba and
Edo-speaking tribes. The in dig e nous peo ples of
Aus tra lia and the Pa cific Is lands sim i larly hold
such be liefs, such as among the Mao ris, Tas man -
ians, Ta hi tians, Fijians, etc. (The Phoe nix Fire
Mys tery, p. 192)

In the West, be lief in re in car na tion is more
uni ver sal than is usu ally thought, es pe cially in
the an cient pre-Christian pe ri ods. The ear li est
Greeks em braced be lief in re in car na tion. It can 
even be found in the Or phic myths. In the 6th

cen tury BCE, Py thag o ras in cluded it among his 
teach ings. Herodotus ©. 484-425 BCE) speaks
of it as part of the Egyp tian re li gion. Soc ra tes
and Plato (427-347 BCE) taught re in car na tion,
such as in his Re pub lic (Book 10) and in the di -
a logue Meno:

The soul, then, as be ing im mor tal, and
hav ing been born again many times, and
hav ing seen all things that ex ist, whether in
this world or in the world be low, has
knowl edge of them all.

The list is long, and it in cludes Cicero,
Lucretius, Apollonius of Tyana, Plu tarch,
Plotinus and Neo-Platonists such as
Iamblichus and Proclus. 

Ju da ism. The Judeo-Christian tra di tion has
had an am biv a lent at ti tude to wards re in car na -
tion. The Jews dur ing the time of Christ were
com posed of three main groups: the Sad du -
cees, the Phar i sees, and the Essenes. The Phar -
i sees, which is the most in flu en tial of the three, 
be lieve in re in car na tion. The Sad du cees did
not even be lieve in im mor tal ity. The his to rian
Josephus speak of the be lief of the Phar i sees as 
fol lows: 

They also believe that souls have an
immortal rigor in them, and that under the
earth there will be rewards or punishments,
according as they have lived virtuously or



viciously in this life;
and the latter are to be
detained in an
everlasting prison,
but that the former
shall have power to
revive and live again.
(Antiquities of the
Jews, Bk XVIII, Ch.
1, 3)
They say that all souls 
are incorruptible, but
that the souls of good
men only are removed 
into other bodies, but
that the souls of bad
men are subject to
eternal punishment.
(The Wars of the
Jews, Bk II, Ch. 8, 14)

Philo Judaeus (20
BCE - 54 CE), the
Jew ish phi los o pher,
wrote that “the air is

full of souls; those who are near est to earth de -
scend ing to be tied to mor tal bod ies re turn to
other bod ies, de sir ing to live in them” (De
Somniis, quoted in Re in car na tion: An East-West
An thol ogy, 35).

The Tal mud calls re in car na tion gilgul
neshamot, and dis tin guished it from ibbur,
which is in hab it ing not through birth but by pos -
ses sion.

The Old Tes ta ment (Apoc ry pha) con tains
verses that im ply re in car na tion. The fol low ing
were part of the orig i nal King James 1611 trans -
la tion of the Bi ble (Ap pen dix). In the Wis dom of 
Sol o mon, it states:

19: For I was a witty child, and had a good
spirit. 20: Yea rather, being good, I came into
a body undefiled. 

Then in Ecclesiasticus or Book of Sirach:

8: Woe be unto you, ungodly men, which
have forsaken the law of the most high God!
for if ye increase, it shall be to your

destruction: 
9: And if ye be born, ye shall be born to a
curse: and if ye die, a curse shall be your
portion.

These por tions are how ever some what dif -
fer ently trans lated in later ver sions such as in
the New Amer i can Bi ble. 

A well-known Rabbi, Manasseh Ben Is rael,
who wrote Nishmath Hayyim, wrote:

The belief or the doctrine of the
transmigration of souls is a firm and
infallible dogma accepted by the whole
assemblage of our church with one accord,
so that there is none to be found who would
dare to deny it . . . Indeed, there are a great
number of sages in Israel who hold firm to
this doctrine so that they made it a dogma, a
fundamental point of our religion. We are
therefore duty bound to obey and to accept
this dogma with acclamation . . . as the truth
of it has been incontestably demonstrated
by the Zohar, and all books of the Kabalists.
(Quoted in Reincarnation: The Phoenix
Fire Mystery, pp. 132-3)

Be lief in re in car na tion or gilgul in Ju daic
thought con tin ues to this day in the Kabbalah,
or the mys ti cism of the Jews. As Gershom
Sholem, the fore most mod ern au thor ity on the
Kabbalah, states: “Trans mi gra tion is taken for
granted in the Kabbalah from its first lit er ary
ex pres sion in the Sefer ha-Behir” (Kabbalah,
p. 345). The same is true with an other branch
of Ju da ism called Hasidism which be gan in
Po land in the 18th cen tury (cf. Uni ver sal Jew -
ish En cy clo pe dia). 

Chris tian ity. Dur ing the time of Je sus, the
doc trine of re in car na tion was ap par ently a
com mon be lief. Thus, when Je sus asked who
the peo ple think he was, the dis ci ples told him
that “Some say that thou art John the Bap tist;
some, Elias; and oth ers, Jeremias, or one of the 
proph ets” (Mt 16:14) – an ev i dent in di ca tion
that re in car na tion was com monly ac cepted.
The re sponse of Je sus to this re port was even
more re veal ing:
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An account of the case of Shanti
Devi, who remembered her past

life with amazing detail.
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Henry Da vid Thoreau: Amer i can Tran -
scen den tal ist and au thor of Walden and
Civil Dis obe di ence.

I lived in Judea eighteen hundred years
ago, but I never knew that there was such

a one as Christ among my contemporaries.

And Hawthorne, too, I remember as one
with whom I sauntered in old heroic times
along the banks of the Scamander amid the 

ruins of chariots and heroes . . .  As the
stars looked to me when I was a shep herd

in As syria, they look to me now as a
New-Englander. . . . As far back as I can

re mem ber I have un con sciously re ferred to 
the ex pe ri ences of pre vi ous existences. 

LETTERS AND JOURNALS

Gustave Flaubert, au thor of
Ma dame Bovary

I do not have, as you do, that feeling 
of a life that is but beginning, the
stupefaction of an existence just

commencing. It seems to me, on the
contrary, that I have always existed! 
I see myself in the different ages of
history, quite clearly, engaging in
different trades and experiencing
various fortunes. . . . Many things

would be explained if we only knew
our real genealogy.

LETTER TO GEORGE SAND

They Re mem bered
Their Past Lives

Gen eral George Patton, U.S. Army

So as through a glass and darkly, the age long strife
I see, where I fought in many guises, many names, but 
al ways me. 

GEN ERAL GEORGE S. PATTON



Verily I say unto you, Among them that are
born of women there hath not risen a greater
than John the Baptist . . . And if ye will receive 
it, this is Elias, which was for to come. (Mt
11:11, 14)

At an other time, Je sus was asked by his dis ci -
ples about a man who was born blind: “Who did
sin, this man, or his par ents?” (Jn 9:1-3).

This ques tion not only as sumed that re in car na -
tion was one of the pos si ble rea sons, but that the
man was blind be cause of the law of cause and
ef fect – karma, the twin doc trine of re in car na -
tion.

The New Tes ta ment Apoc ry phal books also
con tains nu mer ous ref er ences to re in car na tion.
The Pistis Sophia, a Gnos tic gos pel, states: “The
discarnate soul which has not solved the mys tery 
of the break ing of the bonds of the seals is
brought be fore the vir gin of light, who, af ter
judg ing it, hands it over to her agents, who carry

it into a new body” (Re in car na tion: East-West
An thol ogy, p. 56)

In the cen tury af ter the death of the apos tles
of Je sus, the doc trine of re in car na tion con tin -
ued to be em braced by the early Chris tian lead -
ers. The most prom i nent among these were
Justin Mar tyr (100-l65),  Clem ent of Al ex an -
dria ( 150-220), and Origen (185-254). Origen, 
who was called by St. Jerome as “the great est
teacher of the early Church af ter the Apos tles,” 
wrote:

Is it not in conformity with reason, that
every soul . . . is introduced into a body, and
introduced according to its deserts and
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W
hile mem ory is phys i cal and
 ev a nes cent and de pends on

the phys i o log i cal con di tions of
the brain . . . we call rem i nis cence the 

mem ory of the soul. And it is this
mem ory which gives the as sur ance to
al most ev ery hu man be ing, whether

he un der stands it or not, of his
hav ing lived be fore and hav ing to live 
again. In deed, as Words worth has it: 

“Our birth is but a sleep and a
for get ting, 

The soul that rises with us, our
life’s star, 

Hath else where had its set ting, And
com eth from afar." 

                                 H. P. Blavatsky, Key to Theosophy

The Ep i taph of Benjamin Frank lin
writ ten by himself

                         The body of

                    B. Frank lin, Printer

               (Like the Cover of an Old Book

                    Its Con tents torn Out

          And Stript of its Let ter ing and Gilding)

                 Lies Here, Food for Worms.

               But the Work shall not be Lost;

        For it will (as he Believ'd) Ap pear once More

              In a New and More El e gant Edi tion

                    Re vised and Cor rected

                       By the Au thor.



former actions? It is probable, therefore, that
the soul which conferred more benefit by its
[former] residence in the flesh than that of
many men . . . stood in need of a body not only
superior to others, but invested with all
excellent qualities. (Contra Celsum, I, 32;
quoted in Reincarnation: Phoenix Fire
Mystery, p. 147)

There were con trary views. Thus Tertullian ©.
160-225) and Ireneaus ©. 120-200) did not sub -
scribe to trans mi gra tion of souls. Ireneaus’ main
rea son was that we do not re mem ber our pre vi -
ous lives (Against Her esies, II, 33, 1).

By the third cen tury, how ever, the Chris tian
world had be came sharply di vided in its views
not only on the mat ter of re in car na tion but on
many other cru cial is sues, such as whether there
were se cret teach ings of Je sus, or whether Je sus
was God or man. When mat ters came to a cri sis,
coun cils were con vened and re solved by
votation. In the year 543, at the Coun cil of Con -
stan ti no ple con vened by the Em peror Jus tin ian
(and with the pro tes ta tion of the reign ing Pope
Vigilius), Origen’s view of the pre-existence of
the soul was de clared anath ema. The va lid ity of
this coun cil has been ques tioned. The Cath o lic
En cy clo pe dia states:

Were Origen and Origenism anathemized?
Many learned writers believe so; an equal
number deny that they were condemned; most 
modern authorities are either undecided or
reply with reservations. (“Origen and
Origenism”)

Be gin ning this pe riod, how ever, re in car na tion
be came a he ret i cal doc trine, de spite its ac cep -
tance among Jews and the great Church lead ers
of the first sev eral cen tu ries,  in clud ing the Gos -
pels them selves. The West ern Church, par tic u -
larly af ter the schism of the East ern Or tho dox
Churches, so lid i fied its mo nop oly over dog mas
of Chris tian ity with the back ing of tem po ral po -
lit i cal power. Re in car na tion as a doc trine faded
away from main stream Chris tian lit er a ture and
dis cus sion.

It re-emerged pow er fully in cer tain Chris tian
sects in the 10th cen tury, namely, the Cathars,
Albigenses, Waldenses and Bomogils. These
were vi o lently sup pressed by the in qui si tion
and many ad her ents were burned at stake.
They were fi nally oblit er ated in the 14th cen -
tury.

De spite the sup pres sive at mo sphere, one still 
finds the teach ing on re in car na tion among
prom i nent Chris tian writ ers, such as Ja cob
Boehme (1575-1624), Wil liam Alger
(1822-1905), Henry More (1614-1687). More
wrote of this in his poem “A Platonick Song of
the Soul”:

I would sing the Prae-existency 
Of human souls, and live once o’er again
By recollection and quick memory
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T
he Wis dom Tra di tion holds

that life and death, be ing born 
and dy ing, are only

tem po rary events in our vast cy cle
of ex is tence. We go on re peat ing

them on earth un til we have learned
all this world has to teach us. Then

we move on to other forms of
ac tiv ity and rest, in an end less

pil grim age through all the worlds of 
the cos mos. What we think of as

death is only a tem po rary pause, a
mi nor turn ing point in an

ad ven ture that is grounded in
Di vine Re al ity and there fore has no

be gin ning and no end.
From “Death and Life Beyond.” Theosophical Society

in America. Http://www.theosophical.org/theosophy/

views/deathandlife/



All that is past since first we all began.
(Quoted in Oderberg, 1973)

The Ref or ma tion of the 16th cen tury and the
sci en tific rev o lu tion that started in the 17th cen -
tury led to the weak en ing of the Church’s mo -
nop oly on “truth.” Add to this was the rapid
growth of com par a tive re li gious study that led to 
much wider re li gious tol er ance. By the 19th cen -
tury, the doc trine of re in car na tion slowly mush -
roomed again in Chris tian coun tries, such as in
the writ ings Henry Da vid Thoreau and the Tran -
scen den tal ists in the U.S., the growth of Spir i tu -
al ism, and the es tab lish ment of the Theo soph i cal 
So ci ety. By the 20th cen tury, we find Chris tian
churches that of fi cially ac cept re in car na tion,
such as the Lib eral Cath o lic Church and the
Unity Church of Chris tian ity, in ad di tion to the
reemergence of Gnos tic groups that re awak ened
in ter ests in the teach ings of the early Gnos tics.
This has re sulted in the open and lib eral in quiry
into the role of re in car na tion in Chris tian dogma, 
such as Hans Kung’s Eter nal Life? Open ac cep -
tance of re in car na tion as part of Chris tian ity can
be found in such books as Re in car na tion in
Chris tian ity by Dr. Geddes McGregor, an An gli -
can theo lo gian and priest, and The Case for Re -
in car na tion by the Rev. Leslie D. Weatherhead.
But over all, Chris tian ity gen er ally re mains op -
posed to the doc trine as con tra dic tory to the
teach ing on res ur rec tion and judg ment af ter
death. Sur veys of pop u la tions of Chris tian coun -
tries, how ever, ap pear to in di cate a sig nif i cant
per cent age of Chris tians who be lieve in re in car -
na tion. Gal lup polls in 1981 in the United States,
for ex am ple, showed 25% of Cath o lics and 21%
of Prot es tants be lieve in re in car na tion.

Is lam. Or tho dox Is lam does not en dorse re in -
car na tion as a doc trine, but Sufis, the mys tics of
Is lam, do. It is called tanasukh in Arabic. The
most fa mous state ment of the evo lu tion ary role
of re in car na tion was made by the Sufi mys tic
Rumi:

I died as mineral and became a plant,
I died as plant and rose to animal,
I died as animal and I was Man.

Why should I fear? When was I less by
dying?

Yet once more I shall die as Man, to soar
With angels blest; but even from

angelhood
I must pass on.

Mod ern Re search. In the lat ter half of the
twen ti eth cen tury, stud ies in re in car na tion
took a new turn when re search ers be gan to ac -
tu ally ver ify the claims of peo ple (par tic u larly
chil dren) who said that they re mem bered their
pre vi ous lives. One of the events that trig gered
this di rec tion was a book en ti tled The Search
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D
ur ing the time of Je sus, the
   doc trine of re in car na tion
was ap par ently a com mon

be lief. Thus, when Je sus asked who
the peo ple think he was, the dis ci ples 
told him that “Some say that thou
art John the Bap tist; some, Elias;
and oth ers, Jeremias, or one of the
proph ets” (Mt 16:14) – an ev i dent
in di ca tion that re in car na tion was

com monly ac cepted. 



for Bridey Murphy writ ten by Mor ris Bernstein,
about a woman who, un der hyp no sis, spoke
about her past life. The case be came con tro ver -
sial af ter some in ves ti ga tors claimed that it was a 
hoax, but it was suf fi cient to arouse the in ter est
of in de pend ent re search ers to do their own ver i -
fi ca tions. 

The most fa mous, as well as the most ex ten -
sive, re search done on re in car na tion was made
by Dr. Ian Stevenson, Chair man of the De part -
ment of Psy chi a try in the Uni ver sity of Vir ginia.
He in ves ti gated more than 2,000 cases of doc u -
mented claimed mem o ries of pre vi ous lives
from more than ten coun tries and built up a re -
mark able body of ev i dences that strongly dem -
on strated not only sur vival af ter death but also
re in car na tion. His es say on his ini tial re searches, 
The Ev i dence for Sur vival from Claimed Mem -
ories of For mer In car na tions, won the Wil liam
James Award of the Amer i can So ci ety of Psy -
chi cal Re search. The strength of his re search lies 
in the fact that many of his sub jects were chil -
dren whose claims were au then ti cated by later
ver i fi ca tion. He has pub lished de tailed ac counts
of these cases in many books, par tic u larly 20
Cases Sug ges tive of Re in car na tion, and a
multi-volume work on the de tails of dif fer ent
cases in dif fer ent coun tries.

Stevenson fur ther found ad di tional sources of
ev i dences of re in car na tion through xenoglossy
(or the knowl edge of a lan guage not learned in
this life but which was known to the per son in a
pre vi ous re mem bered life) and birth marks
(where the pres ent life ex hibit phys i cal ev i -
dences of the man ner of death of the pre vi ous
life, such as ab sence of spe cific fin gers at birth
which cor re sponds to the am pu tated fin gers in
the re mem bered life). He pub lished one case of
un learned lan guage in de tail un der the ti tle
Xenoglossy, and wrote two other books on birth -
marks, en ti tled: Where Re in car na tion and Bi ol -
ogy In ter sect. 

Copyright 2005 by the author. Philippine Theosophical Institute,
1 Iba Street, Quezon City, Philippines.
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What Em i nent Peo ple
Say of Re in car na tion

I am cer tain that I have been here as I am now a

thou sand times be fore, and I hope to re turn a

thou sand times.
THOMAS H. HUXLEY

I know I am death less. No doubt I have died

my self ten thou sand times be fore. I laugh at

what you call dis so lu tion, and I know the

am pli tude of time. . . .

And as to you, Life, I reckon you are the leav ing 

of many deaths, (No doubt I have died my self

ten thou sand times be fore.)
WALT WHIT MAN

The soul co mes from with out into the hu man

body, as into a tem po rary abode, and it goes out

of it anew it passes into other hab i ta tions, for the 

soul is im mor tal.

It is the se cret of the world that all things sub sist

and do not die, but only re tire a lit tle from sight

and af ter wards re turn again. Noth ing is dead;

men feign them selves dead, and en dure mock

fu ner als… and there they stand look ing out of

the win dow, sound and well, in some strange

new dis guise.
RALPH WALDO EM ER SON

Re in car na tion con tains a most com fort ing

ex pla na tion of re al ity by means of which In dian 

thought sur mounts dif fi cul ties which baf fle the

think ers of Eu rope.
AL BERT SCHWEITZER 

My life of ten seemed to me like a story that has

no be gin ning and no end. I had the feel ing that I

was an his tor i cal frag ment, an ex cerpt for which 

the pre ced ing and suc ceed ing text was miss ing.

I could well imag ine that I might have lived in

for mer cen tu ries and there en coun tered

ques tions I was not yet able to an swer; that I had 

been born again be cause I had not ful filled the

task given to me.
CARL JUNG 
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Ques tions for Re view:
1. In the os o phy, does re in car na tion mean be ing re born into an i mal bodies?

2. What is the ba sis for say ing that re in car na tion is part of Jew ish re li gion as well as early

Chris tian ity?

3. What is the view of Is lam and Suf ism on re in car na tion?

4. What are sci en tific re searches made on re in car na tion?

5. What are your per sonal views about re in car na tion?


