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Buddhism 
and Reincarnation

B Y  T O M  M O O N

Tom Moon is a psychotherapist in San Francisco. He works primarily with
gay men and specializes in the use of mindfulness as a tool for self-explo-
ration. His spiritual home is Spirit Rock Meditation Center, where he is a
student in the Dedicated Practitioner's Program, a two-year course of study
whose goal is to make daily life into spiritual practice. He gave the follow-
ing talk at GBF on April 1, 2007.

Reincarnation is a subject we typically don't discuss. There seem to be
two schools of thought or poles in Western Buddhism when it comes to
the subject of reincarnation and Buddhist cosmology in general. On

one end are what you could call the skeptics, for whom Buddhism is not a reli-
gion but a philosophy, a way of life, a path of liberation, even a psychology—
a treatment for suffering. Probably one of the best, most articulate spokesmen
for that point of view is Stephen Bachelor, who wrote an excellent book called
Buddhism Without Beliefs. He argues this way:  Look, why don't we all just
start with accepting what we all know to be true anyway, which is that we
don’t know what, if anything, happens after we die. Any view, including the
view that there is no afterlife, belongs to the realm of speculation. It is true
that Buddhism comes to us wrapped in a very typically extravagant Indian
cosmology, but every innovation of the Buddha is about how to live this life,
and this moment.  The Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Noble Path—those
elements of Buddhism are experiential; they’re about right now. They’re even
scientifically studyable as we have learned with the work of John Cabot Zinn
and others. So for us, Buddhism can be dharma practice—period, end of story.
It’s more about what we do than about what we believe, and as such it will
never contradict science. We may not get our answers to deep questions that
are maybe unanswerable, but it won't contradict science. Actually it could
contradict science:  If science ever discovers that clinging doesn’t lead to suf-
fering after all, we’re screwed. Otherwise, we’re fine.

On the other end of the spectrum would be someone like Robert Thurman,
author of Infinite Life. He argues very differently. He says, Look, you can't sep-


