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Introduction

This article comparatively examines the Kabbalistic doctrine of Gilgul in relation to
Jewish thought and the doctrine of samsara in Hinduism, and shows that Kabbalistic
soteriology, contrary to the conventional framework of the Abrahamic religions, is
closer—regarding the kind of life after death and the mechanism of reward and
punishment—to the Eastern model of karma—samsara than to the model of
resurrection and bodily rising. In this paper the authors, by portraying the Abrahamic
religions’ conception of life after death as entry into another realm and the reception
of an appropriate otherworldly recompense for one’s deeds, contrast it with the
Eastern religions’ view of all beings being trapped in the cycle of birth, death, and
rebirth, and present Kabbalah as an exception within the Jewish tradition that, by
accepting reincarnation and return to this world, departs from classical Abrahamic
soteriology. Within this framework, Kabbalah—as a mystical interpretation of the
Torah—from the Provencal and Girona periods to Safed, especially in the Zohar and
Lurianic Kabbalah, gradually formulates the doctrine of gilgul and situates it within
a complex ontological and soteriological system.
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Research methodology

Methodologically, the research is based on a library study and a comparative analysis of the primary texts of the two
traditions. In the Judaism section, the historical and conceptual trajectory of reincarnation is traced from interpretive
references to certain verses of the Torah and the Talmud, to the formulation of the theory of "ibbur" in classical
Kabbalistic sources, and then the elaboration of gilgul in the Zohar and its final form in the teachings of Isaac Luria.
In the Hinduism section, the authors reconstruct the development and consolidation of the concept of samsara by
reviewing Vedic texts, the Brahmanas, the Upanishads, epic texts such as the Mahabharata and the Gita, and also some
contemporary experiential reports about recollections of previous lives. Thus, the research method is both descriptive—
historical and analytical-conceptual, and by selecting Hinduism as the most significant example of an eastern tradition
affirming reincarnation, it provides the basis for a structural comparison of the two theories of salvation.

Discussion

In early Kabbalah, reincarnation was understood as "sed ha-ibur,” meaning the transmission and succession of the
soul.( Eliade,1987,21) However, in later Kabbalah, the term "gilgul," meaning the cycling of the soul through various
bodies, became common. (Sholem,1980,649) Gradually, it evolved from a punishment for specific sins to the inevitable
destiny of all souls and a means for perfection and atonement. The Zohar, by introducing the concept of the return of
sinful souls as well as the souls of those who died childless, interprets gilgul as both a punishment and an opportunity
for evolution. Based on this, even some Jewish legal rulings, such as marrying a brother's widow, find an interpretation
based on the return of the soul. In Lurianic Kabbalah, this doctrine is incorporated into the theory of "tikkun." The
dispersion of souls and their repeated return in different bodies is considered a means to compensate for the fall and
restore the divine lights to their origin. Consequently, the system of reward and punishment is transformed into a causal
mechanism based on human actions, in which God's direct role in reward and punishment, and even His encompassing
of creation, becomes less prominent.

In Hinduism, Samsara, along with the law of Karma, forms the core of soteriology and religious ethics. Although the
Vedic texts do not explicitly express the later form of reincarnation, they speak of life after death, ascension to the
world of ancestors, and realms of reward and punishment. (Tivari, 1381,34) In the Upanishads, these references evolve
into a clearer theory of rebirth and ways to escape the cycle of reincarnation. In the epic texts and the Gita, Samsara is
introduced as the endless cycle of birth and death, from which liberation can only be achieved through true knowledge
and religious practice. (Movahhed, 1385,73) At the same time, the repeated returns of the soul based on Karma form
the basis for explaining the ethical and class differences, sufferings, and happiness of human beings. To demonstrate
the living presence of this belief in the contemporary world, the authors refer to some psychological and ethnographic
reports about children claiming to remember past lives, considering them as examples of the continuity of imagination
and reincarnation experience in contemporary culture.

In the adaptive section, three main similarities stand out: First, both traditions defend "earthly reincarnation™ or the
return of the soul to this world with a material body, and not an afterlife in another world, as discussed in Quranic
soteriology and the Christian Bible. Second, in both, the reward and punishment system takes on a causal and internal
form; suffering, poverty, class differences, or historical misfortunes are the inevitable consequences of actions in
previous lives, and not the manifestation of the personal and free will of a just God, thus reducing the role of divine
will in determining individual and collective destiny. Third, the doctrine of reincarnation in both traditions has an
important sociological and psychological function: in India, the connection between karma-samsara and the caste
system both justifies and makes bearable the acceptance of class position and social suffering, and keeps alive the hope
of ascending to higher classes in future lives; in Kabbalistic Judaism, Gilgul is considered a tool for explaining the
historical suffering, displacement, and humiliation of Jews and reducing objection to God's justice, by transferring
responsibility to the past actions of souls.
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Conclusion

From a soteriological perspective, Jewish Kabbalah, in its doctrine of Gilgul, approaches Eastern religions and
distances itself from the eschatology-centered model of Abrahamic religions. Both Kabbalistic and Hindu texts discuss
the return of souls to this world, the embodied nature of repeated lives, the internal causal system of reward and
punishment, and the educational and sociological function of reincarnation. Therefore, Gilgul in Kabbalah is not only
conceptually and structurally related to Samsara in Hinduism, but also aligned with it in functions such as justifying
evil, giving meaning to suffering, increasing the tolerance threshold of followers, and giving hope for the future. This
makes it one of the main points of intersection between Jewish mysticism and Eastern traditions.
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