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Euler


Leonard Euler was often overlooked in the annals of history due to his lack of flair and conventional personality, yet he was pivotal in the development of science, mathematics, and politics.  Leonhard Euler was a man who, throughout his life, faced adversity and triumphed.  Whether he faced social, physical, or mathematical problems, his motive was to glorify God in all he did.  We see this evident in the records of his lifestyle and his writings.  Euler was a man of God; then came the mathematics.


Euler was born in Switzerland on April 15, 1707 to a family of Calvinist ministry.  Euler’s father was an ordained minister, and Euler was expected, by others and himself, to follow in his father’s footsteps.  Yet as his father taught him simple mathematics at a young age, Euler became fascinated by the subject.  He wished to pursue mathematics as a career, rather than the ministry.  Yet this did not change his Christian worldview.  Euler had already received a master’s degree in philosophy from the University of Basel by age 17.  He studied the Hebrew language as well as theology, but he focused on mathematics.  He studied under a few members of the Bernoulli family (especially Johann).  When he had completed his education at the university level, he found a job at the Academy for Sciences at St. Petersburg.  He here began much of his mathematical career.  He aided the Russian navy in developing better ship designs.  He had a position in the physics department at the university, but later was appointed the chair of the mathematics department.  Frederick the Great invited Euler to come teach in Prussia.  This was a welcome invitation due to the growing political turmoil and distrust of foreigners in Russia.  This move proved to open Euler up to a new form of adversity.  Frederick was a devout atheist.  He often ridiculed and mocked Euler for his faith.  Along with Frederick, many minds of the enlightenment mocked Euler dependence on religion.  One notable one was the Frenchman, Voltaire.  After his career in Prussia had closed on his own accord, he went back to St. Petersburg to teach there.


Euler faced Physical struggle as well.  In 1735 Euler lost sight in one eye, the other in 1766.  IT was accepted that overwork was the cause of his eyesight problems.  One claim was that he had work three days without rest working on a problem that should’ve taken months.  The cause however is unknown.  Some blame cataracts, but ultimately it was an infection from eye surgery that blinded him completely.  His physical pain reached its climax during the time he spent recovering and healing.  Yet in all this he did not lose sight of his religion, nor his mathematics.  He actually improved his mental capabilities, making his mathematics clearer and easier to understand.  He was able to persevere through his pain to prove himself one of the greatest mathematicians of all time. 


Euler was also a devoted father and husband.  He married Katherina Gsell while he was first in St. Petersburg.  He was a devout father his 13 children, though 8 died before adolescence.  Euler would gather his entire family every evening for Scripture reading and a sermon over the chapter read.  Euler was also known to do mathematics with children hanging all over his back and legs in addition to personally guiding their scholastic ventures.  


The informed historian could hardly ignore Euler; his accolades in his humility are profound.  He developed the basic notations of “f(x); l; Triangle notation of A,B,C, and a,b,c; semi-perimeter s; Σ; i ; eiπ +1=0.”  He wrote many textbooks, published papers, and produced research papers at the average rate of 800 papers a year.  His most famous included the masts of ships, Konigsberg bridge problem, Basel Problem, and musical harmony.  He also wrote on classical number theory, developed Euler’s identity and Euler’s curvature formula.  Some of his most notable texts include Mechanica, defining Newton’s physics in calculus, and Letters to a German Princess, one of his most read texts.  The latter shows not only Euler’s intimate knowledge of various fields of science and mathematics, but also his ever-penetrating religious views.  His Introductio in analysin infinitorum and Institutiones calculi differentialis were the foundation for many textbooks found today.  Euler’s works influenced many students through the years, such as Riemann and Maxwell.  It is clear that Euler was not just influential as a mathematician, but as a firm believer in Jesus Christ.   

Whether it was Euler’s developments in mathematics, science, or religion, Euler was a man of principle and integrity.  When Catherine the Great asked Euler to muzzle Denis Diderot’s atheistic message, the two butted heads with a very distinguished audience in their presence.  Euler is quoted as saying, “Sir, (a+bn)/n = x. Hence, God exists. You reply!” After he sat in embarrassed silence, facing considerable laughter, he left.  As evidenced in Euler’s life and works, math was Euler’s proof of God.

