
Life in the Math Lane 

By Steve Boettcher 

 

I’d like to thank Rim and Beth for asking me to speak.  I’m honored, 

humbled, and scared. 

 

I’m going to talk tonight about how my life-long involvement with math has 

influenced my world view, my approach to problem solving, and my 

decision-making process.  I have studied math, taught math, been employed 

as a mathematician, and used math as an artist at various times in my life.  

Math gives me joy, fills me with awe, gives me serenity and comfort.   

 

I looked up a lot of definitions of spirituality, and found one that said that 

spirituality involves feelings of awe, joy, serenity and comfort, often 

accompanied by an urgent need to understand. 

 

Well, if we agree to use that definition, then I plead guilty to finding 

spirituality with math. 

 

I am awed by the beauty, power and scope of  math.  The ability to find a 

17-million-digit prime number truly astounds me.  Sending a rocket to Mars 

based on our math calculations is amazing.  Discovering the first 10 trillion 

digits of Pi, incredible. I love talking about the enormity of big numbers 

(we’ll discuss the number googol later). The effort by a man named Andrew 

Wiles to prove Fermat’s last theorem fills me with awe.  I was invited to 

Winchester High to view a documentary film about his seven years spent 

holed up working on his proof.  My son Dave was a student at the high 

school then who was also in the audience. At home that night I told him that 

I was moved to tears during that screening.  I guess he thought I was nuts, 

and maybe I am.  But that’s what math can do to me.  My first job after grad 

school was at MIT’s Lincoln Lab.  They said “Boettcher, we have a math 

problem we’d like you to solve, get to work on it”.  I spent the next year and 

half coming into the office every workday, sitting at my desk working on 

that multifaceted problem.  It was one of the most satisfying experiences of 

my life. 

 

Math gives me great joy.  I’ve worked as a private math tutor for the last 35 

years.  As I look out now I can see more than a few families I’ve worked 

with. It gives me joy to help others learn math and to try to show them some 

of its beauty.  



I got joy out of helping to raise my children, Margaret and Dave, to enjoy 

math and be good at it.  When the kids were young our family often went to 

Papa Gino’s for dinner.  I would place our order at the counter and come 

back to the table. The kids eagerly wanted to know our order number so they 

could listen for it to be called.  So I would give Dave a math problem to 

solve, his solution was then an input into Margaret’s problem, the final 

answer to which was the number of our order. Kept them busy, at least. 

 

I find joy in solving puzzles.  I usually have some logic puzzle that I’m 

working on, and if  I have some down time, waiting in a line or driving in a 

car, I often think about that puzzle.  I love solving all kind of puzzles.  I do 

lots of home construction projects (at my house, my cape house, Margaret’s 

house and Dave’s house), and I see those projects as a series of puzzles to be 

solved. 

 

I find comfort and serenity in math.  I’ve made a comfortable living using 

math.  Understanding probability, statistics, and randomness helps me to not 

worry when I hear the latest media scare about crime numbers, or increased 

health risks.  When the probability of something happening is extremely low 

and you double that probability, it is still extremely low.  Buying two lottery 

tickets instead of one DOES double your chances of winning, but don’t quit 

the day job yet.  I derive much comfort in the appreciation I’ve gotten from 

kids I’ve tutored and their families. Everybody likes an occasional stroke. 

 

 

I try to live a reality-based life. I have no gods, no demons, no ghosts, no 

alien visitors, no big foot, no loch Ness monster. 

  

I am a card-carrying Skeptic, literally. Skepticism is a METHOD, not a 

POSITION.  It is a method of examining claims and ideas using evidence 

and data.  A skeptic is not a knee jerk naysayer. When an email comes in 

warning about the latest virus or other terrible threat, I usually check it out 

on one of the urban legend websites (such as Snopes) to see if there is any 

evidence for the claim (usually not). 

 

I try to make decisions based on evidence, data, and probability.  I consider 

that kind of decision to a “good decision”.  That doesn’t mean they all turn 

out as planned. And if they do not, I think of it as collecting new data and 

move on from there, better equipped to make future decisions.  I really spend 

very little time worrying about how things are going to workout.  I 



understand there are lots of things beyond my control and lots of random 

events with no chance to be foreseen. So I try to choose a “good” course of 

action, and adjust as more data comes in.  As a mathematician, if I get the 

wrong answer to a problem, I am actually happy to have the opportunity to 

analyze my approach and see where I went wrong:  was it an error in logic, a 

faulty assumption, or just a simple arithmetic mistake?  It’s a chance to 

gather more data, and have an improved approach next time.  

 

A few other examples of my Life in the Math Lane: 

 

Mine is possibly the only family to ever give out a sheet of word problems to 

guests at our children’s bat and bar mitzvahs. 

 

When Dave was young and being restless at Temple, I would invent games 

with the page numbers of the prayer book:  who can open the book closet to 

page 378 on one try.  Find the page number which when read backward is 

the biggest.  

 

Our family went to theatre in Boston when the kids were maybe 8 and 12.  

After the show, out on the street, Margaret asked me if I had figured out how 

many light bulbs were in the massive chandelier over our seats.  I, of course, 

had and was delighted that our numbers agreed. 

 

And Big Numbers: 

 

Margaret came home from fourth grade one day with a chain letter that 

claimed to be unbroken for three years and imploring her not to break the 

chain and send it on to six friends.  I forget what the pay off was.  Anyway, 

she asked if she should comply, so we sat down and figured out how many 

people would have been involved if the chain had continued, say, once a 

week for 3 years.  The answer, as you might guess, was quite large.  I 

struggled to characterize the number for Margaret, coming up with:  If that 

many letters had been sent, the entire earth would be covered in paper to a 

depth beyond the Sun.  She decided not to send the six letters. 

 

And lastly: a Googol (g-o-o-g-o-l).  The search engine takes its name from 

that number, though spelled differently.  It is one of the biggest numbers that 

has a name. Some of you know that a googol is a one, followed by one 

hundred zeros.  In my little promo blurb I asked people to think of what 

there might be a googol of. So… (comments from the congregation) 



 

 

 

 

In conclusion, I would say that I DO find awe, joy, comfort, and serenity in 

my mathematics-based, reality-based, evidence-based, and low angst 

approach to life. And therefore, by our agreed definition, you may say I am 

spiritual.  Thank you. 
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