Those whose spiritual qualification is extremely low cannot understand the pure, spiritual state of existence. Even when such people meditate on the Lord within their minds, the form that they imagine is material, and meditating on a material form within the mind is the same as constructing a form of physical elements, and regarding it as the Lord’s form. That is why it is beneficial for a person on this level of eligibility to worship the Deity. Factually speaking, it would be most inauspicious for the general class of people if there were no worship of Deities. When ordinary jévas become inclined toward the service of the Lord, they become despondent if they cannot see the Deity form of the Lord before them. In religions where there is no worship of the Deity, members who are on a low level of spiritual qualification are highly materialistic and oblivious to Éçvara, or in a state of distraction.  Therefore, worship of the Deity is the foundation of religion for all humanity.

The form of Parameçvara is revealed to the mahäjanas through their trance of unalloyed jïäna-yoga, and they meditate on that pure, transcendental form in their hearts, which are purified by bhakti. When the bhakta’s heart is revealed to the world after his continuous meditation, the image of the Lord’s transcendental form is fashioned in this mundane world. The divine form of the Lord, having been reflected in this way by the mahäjanas, has become the form of the Deity.

The Deity form is always cinmaya (spiritual and conscious) for those who are on the highest platform of eligibility. Those on the intermediate level see the Deity as endowed with perception and awareness (manomaya). This means that the intermediate devotee has faith that the Deity is conscious of his thoughts and prayers, and accepts his mood of worship. However, the intermediate devotee, unlike the advanced devotee, does not directly perceive the Deity as the spiritual all-conscious form of Bhagavän.  Those on the lowest level initially see the Deity as material (jaòamaya), but in time, the Deity reveals His pure spiritual form to the intelligence purified by spiritual love. Consequently, the Deity form of Bhagavän is suitable to be worshipped and served by all classes of devotees. It is unnecessary to worship an imaginary form, but it is highly beneficial to worship Bhagavän’s eternal Deity form.

The Vaiñëava sampradäyas give this provision for people on these three levels of eligibility to worship the Deity. There is no fault in this, for it is the only arrangement by which the jévas can gradually attain auspiciousness. This is confirmed in Çrémad-Bhägavatam (11.14.26):

yathä yathätmä parimåjyate ‘sau

mat-puëya-gäthä-çravaëäbhidhänaiù

tathä tathä paçyati vastu sükñmaà

cakñur yathaiväïjana-samprayuktam

O Uddhava, as the eyes that are treated with therapeutic ointment can see very minute objects, similarly, when the heart is cleansed of material contamination by hearing and reciting the narrations of My supremely pure activities, it can see My subtle transcendental form, which is beyond the purview of matter.

The jévätmä is covered by the material mind, and in this state he cannot know himself or render service to Paramätmä. However, by performing sädhana-bhakti – which consists of hearing, chanting, and other devotional practices – the ätmä gradually develops spiritual power. As that power increases, material bondage slackens, and the more material bondage is relaxed, the more the soul’s own natural function comes into ascendancy. Thus, one gradually attains direct perception of the self and Éçvara and engages directly in spiritual activities.

Some people think one should endeavor to realize the Absolute Truth by rejecting all that is not truth. This is known as the cultivation of dry knowledge. What power does a conditioned soul have to renounce objects that are not inherently real? Can a prisoner who is confined to a cell liberate himself simply by desiring to do so? His objective should be to eradicate the offense that has placed him in bondage. The jévätmä’s principal defect is that he has forgotten that he is an eternal servant of Bhagavän, and that is why he is bound by mäyä and forced to suffer material happiness, distress and repeated birth and death in this world.  Although a person may initially be busy in sense gratification, if for some reason or another his mind becomes a little inclined towards Éçvara, and he regularly takes darçana of the Deity and hears lélä-kathä, his original nature of being the eternal servant of Kåñëa will be strengthened. The more strength this inherent nature develops, the more competent he becomes to perceive spirit directly. The only hope of spiritual progress for those who are the least spiritually qualified is to serve the Deity and to hear and chant about the Lord. That is why the mahäjanas have established service to the Deity.
