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The Search for Joy, or, Why It’s Always a Good Idea to Have a Guy from Tennessee on Your Team

    Preface by Rainn Wilson

How is it that the most dynamic, ridiculous, inspiring, charming, silly kid who ever wore a cheap suit and inhabited a Tiny Oval Office came to be the biggest internet sensation since the piano-playing cat? Simple. Because myself and the good folks at SoulPancake undertook a search for joy.

When I used to tell people why I started SoulPancake—to spark a dialogue about art and philosophy, spirituality and creativity—people would nod politely (I am, after all, incredibly famous and insanely handsome) and then immediately harbor secret thoughts that I might be slightly insane.

Today, I tell people SoulPancake exists to help spread joy and make the world a better place. I get a much better response.
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Creating joyful content was always important to us, but not always our first priority. We had a creative website and bestselling book; we’d made some pretty terrific, vibrant videos for the Oprah Winfrey Network. So when we launched our premium YouTube channel back in July 2012, we decided to stay the course—create challenging, meaningful content that touched the heart as well as the mind.

We did everything we could at first to drum up subscribers—I have personally given piggyback rides to senior citizens, meditated in a Speedo, and toilet-papered Elijah Wood’s house. In those early days of our channel’s launch, our team was exhausted. Some had taken to sleeping under sound blankets; others were stockpiling sugar-free Red Bull in the corner of our makeshift conference room. But our content was coming together. We were telling great stories! We had existential interviews with famous people! Surprisingly touching profiles of the homeless! Inspiring documentaries about the terminally ill!

But about 3 weeks into this giant online content incubation experiment, despite having about 150,000 subscribers, we realized something: Our compelling, inspiring content was feeling a bit too, well, heavy.
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So we called a meeting.

My friend and SoulPancake co-founder Devon proclaimed: “You know what? We need more joy on the channel!”

That was it! Joy is universal. It’s human. It connects us. And moves us. We needed joy! The words were said. We had projected them into the universe. There was just one problem: We didn’t know where to go to find it!

Little did we know that in a Tennessee town with a population of about 6,500 people, that spark of joy was already being cultivated.

Within days of issuing our joy mandate, a grainy video featuring a little boy wearing a tiny suit, standing in front of a cardboard set came across our desks. The first words we ever heard the exuberant Robby Novak say to us were: “People of the internet! Get off your Facebook, and listen to me! If it doesn’t make the world better, don’t do it!”

We sat up and paid attention. Could this be? Joy incarnate? From a town most famous for its annual whole-hog barbecue festival?

Within days, we reached out with an offer to help promote and feature this “Kid President” and partner up with the kind, brilliant man behind the videos, Robby’s brother-in-law, Brad Montague. Brad was hesitant—he told us he wasn’t even sure he wanted to make more than the handful of videos he and Robby had already created. He had no idea who we were or what this “SoulPancake” was about.

But Devon, who happens to be from Nashville, picked up the phone and called Brad, using all of his wacky, backwoods Tennessee charm. Virtual hands were shaken, and Kid President joined up with the SoulPancake team a few days later.

I’d like to think that Brad and Robby came to work with SoulPancake because they believed in our vision to create inspiring work that explores “Life’s Big Questions.” But that wasn’t it at all.

When we asked Brad later on why he ultimately partnered with SoulPancake, he said in his usual low-key drawl: “I figured if you had a guy from Tennessee on your team, you must be okay.”

We never thought that the Kid President journey would take us where it has—from a locker room Pep Talk to the White House to Beyoncé’s arms. But it did. And along the way, this sweet, charismatic child and his genius big brother have made a movement out of solving homelessness, inspiring teachers to change the way classrooms operate, and helping contribute to ending childhood hunger. Along the way, they celebrate hope, love, dancing, and corndogs.

When I agreed to write the preface to this book, I wasn’t sure what more there was to say about Brad and Robby and their magnificent brainchild. But as I thought more about it, I realized there are three qualities that came together in a perfect storm to create the Kid President phenomenon. The one I’ve already mentioned is joy. Joy in tone and execution. And in the hearts and smiles of millions of viewers. The second is an obvious one—talent. Brad and Robby are brilliant together. Period.

But the final factor that I think is often forgotten in what makes Kid President magical is the power of encouragement.

Most people who have heard the Kid President story are familiar with the fact that Robby Novak suffers from a brittle bone condition that has caused him pain, countless broken bones, and more hospital visits than any child should ever have. But you’d never know that by looking at his infectious grin. The reason for this is his parents: They have never once told him that he can’t do something because his bones might break. And that has made all the difference.

Meanwhile, Brad Montague was raised on a farm in a town with a smaller population than my local Costco. Growing up, the Muppets were his friends and writing stories was a pastime. Despite this, creativity wasn’t something “real”—it was just for fun, a hobby. But one day, his 4th-grade teacher told him: You matter. You have a voice. You are important. Suddenly, Brad felt someone really believed in him. So he started to create. And create. And create. And the rest is history.

I am grateful that Robby’s parents and Brad’s teacher were free with their loving words. It was the results of that encouragement (paired with talent and joy) that led to the Kid President revolution.

It also reminds me that when you have a choice of what to say, choosing kindness and encouragement can change the course of the future. It’s my sincere hope that SoulPancake has been able to do justice to the mission of Kid President and will continue to be a creator and encourager of inspiring, joyful content that changes the world.

But most of all, I want to thank Robby, Brad, and their legions of fans for helping us throw the greatest dance party of all time.
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MEET BRAD & ROBBY
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Brad Montague is a 33-year-old guy from Tennessee and Robby’s brother-in-law. He created Kid President. He likes to make stuff and believes in encouraging cooperation between kids and grown-ups. Brad loves cartoons, the films of Jacques Tati, eggrolls, and fart noises.

Robby Novak, aka Kid President, is an 11-year-old boy from Tennessee. He loves dancing, playing the drums, spending time with friends, video games, making the world more awesome, and fart noises.
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Robby Novak has always inspired me. Many people around the world know him as Kid President, but to me he’s Robby. He’s family.

It’s funny to see people react when he introduces me as his brother-in-law. I am, after all, 20 years older than him and several shades lighter. Yet somehow he doesn’t seem to care about those differences or even see them. He just sees me. To him I’m Brad. I’m family.

Kids are awesome like that. They see things differently. Where I might see a handrail to go down stairs, he sees a slide. Where I might see a puddle of water, he sees a perfect place to jump. Where I might be quick to see the differences between myself and someone else, he’s quick to make a friend. That’s what happens when you look for the best in the world.

Robby and I first met when he was just a few months old, and every day since, he’s taught me how to look at everything with fresh eyes. In doing so he’s shown me what it means to live with wonder, courage, joy, and strength. Together, the two of us have been on a wild adventure—the kind we never dreamed we could—but that’s how all the best adventures go.
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Brad plays with 2-year-old Robby on the beach.

[image: image]

Robby, age 6, playing in the backyard.
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Brad and 3-year-old Robby at Disney World in 2006.

“Let’s make a video.”


We come from a creative family. Robby and I have always made things together: songs, drawings, home movies. So when my wife and I got the idea to dress him up in a suit and ask him his thoughts on politics, it wasn’t a strange request. My mother-in-law ordered a small black suit. She looked for the cheapest she could find, never imagining it would be the same suit her son would wear to meet the real president of the United States just a few short months later. (We still use cheap suits, by the way. Robby likes to roll around on the ground.)

We live just a few houses down from each other in a small Tennessee town. It was a warm summer afternoon when he and his mom walked over to our house to film the first video. Decked out in his fancy new suit, Robby announced himself as he entered. He pretty much always makes a big entrance just to make me laugh—singing, “I’m here!” or occasionally ringing the doorbell and then hiding so he can pop out and surprise me. Though those are bold entrances, on this particular day he was even bolder as he bounded through the doorway. Not having had much experience in formal wear, he enjoyed the novelty of adjusting his tie, throwing his jacket on and off, and saying the word “swag” a lot.
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This was the summer of 2012, and our country was in the middle of a heated presidential race. As they do during any election, people were passionately debating each side. It seemed like everyone had a strong opinion. You couldn’t go anywhere online without seeing someone post something about the election (often aggressive and frequently misspelled).

Kid President grew out of a desire to put something online that would diffuse the whole political conversation and simply be funny. I didn’t think the world needed a kid as president of the United States. I just thought the world needed grown-ups to pause and see things through the eyes of a kid. What if a kid just told everybody what they thought? What if that kid was Robby? Would anyone hear a happy, small voice over the louder, older ones?

As it turns out, yes.
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Brad and Robby after shooting the very first Kid President video ever, in July 2012.
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Robby and Brad do the first can phone interview in August 2012. The guest on the other line is the Adventure Time creator, Pen Ward!
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Robby being Robby, even when the camera isn’t rolling.

My wife, Robby’s sister Kristi, helped turn one of the rooms in our house into a little studio. We drew a presidential seal on a large sheet of cardboard, which my wife then colored in. The desk we used was an old record player I had discovered earlier that year on the side of the road. Using duct tape, I placed two small American flags on either side of the desk. The finishing touch was a name card at the edge of the desk scribbled with his title: PRESIDENT (because who could argue with that?).

We didn’t discuss much before filming. I simply said, “You’re the president. This is your chance to tell all the grown-ups of the world what you want them to hear.”

Before I could give any more direction, he stepped behind the desk and immediately started dancing. A lot. So much dancing, in fact, that I finally had to ask him to stop so we could make a video that wasn’t just dancing. He paused for a moment, looked at me, and then immediately started dancing again. We both collapsed with laughter.

I hit record, and what happened next would be the start of an unexpected journey that would take us all over the world—from the White House, to creating a television show, and even to writing this very book you are reading. (Thanks, by the way.) Like all the ones that would follow it, our first shoot was filled with dancing and laughing and then more dancing.

I posted the first video thinking it would be the only one. Family and friends enjoyed it, so we made another. As more and more people watched, it became clear this strange little platform we had created could be used to point people toward things that we felt really mattered. Yes, the videos were silly, but at the heart of each one was a message. I had discovered a fun way for the two of us to spend time together and, at the same time, share things we cared about with the world.

We created videos urging people to put down their phones and talk to the people around them, to stop complaining and start celebrating, to hug more and shout less. I hoped they would be entertaining, but the main purpose was to create something inspiring and contagious enough that people actually lived them out. I made it my mission to let all the videos be a joyful vision of how the world could be. In the process, I learned a lot about what was important to me. I discovered these weren’t just things I wanted the world to know, but things I wanted Robby to know.
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Backstage on the set of the Kid President television show, Kid President: Declaration of Awesome.

Early on we received several emails asking Kid President what political party he supported. I found this funny since Kid President is a fictional character but thought it’d be interesting to see what Robby thought. Before every shoot, I usually lay out the topic we’re going to cover and discuss it with him a bit beforehand. I began explaining to him the political party system. I shared with him the philosophies behind the Republican and Democratic parties. Just as I was going into what it meant to be a Libertarian, he interrupted me and said, “I’m not in a party! I am a party!”

“Yep,” I thought. “That’s much better than what I was going to say.”

He’s always teaching me.

“There’s always a reason to dance.”

Many people have no idea that Robby was born with a bone condition called osteogenesis imperfecta. Often referred to as “brittle bone disease,” this genetic condition causes a person’s bones to break easily—many times for little or no reason at all. Because of his condition, Robby has now had more than 70 broken bones and 13 orthopedic surgeries, yet you’d have to look hard to see any hint of pain in the silly web videos we create together.

Many doctors said he would likely never walk, and I guess they were right. He dances. He’s a picture of what it means to rebel joyfully against your circumstances.

I remember one particularly rough patch when Robby was just 4 years old. Two back-to-back surgeries for femur re-rodding resulted in him being confined to bed in a bright-red full-body cast. Going to visit him I was prepared to be tough. I had never seen him this broken and did not want to cry in front of him. Of course, he was the tough one. I walked in to see him lying on his little bed with a huge smile on his face, listening to music, and using the only body parts he could move (his toes, fingers, and head) to dance.

It’s this resilient spirit that I think comes through in our most viewed video, A Pep Talk from Kid President to You. The more than 33 million people seeing him and hearing the words he spoke had no clue that the child speaking them knew a thing or two about needing a pep talk. They simply heard something we all need to hear sometimes: “You were made to be awesome. Keep going.” I think it connected with people because it’s true.
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Brad assists 5-year-old Robby at a Special Needs Athletics game in April 2009.
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4-year-old Robby still having fun despite having both legs casted after surgery.
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Brad visiting 2-year-old Robby in the hospital during his first rodding surgery in November 2005.
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This photo is from the SoulPancake-inspired ballpit at Catalyst West in Irvine, CA.

Kid President represents a joyful rebellion. Typically, rebellions are fueled by anger. They result in shouting and fights and tea being thrown into large bodies of water. But I think the best movements are fueled by a joyful vision of what could be. There’s the way things are in the world, and there’s the way things could be. We want to help make things as they should be. We want to make things, as Kid President would say, “more awesome.”

A joyful rebellion is you living differently not because you’re mad at how things are but because you are swelling with joy at the thought of how things could be. When you joyfully rebel against your circumstances, against mediocrity or negativity, you invite others into something really beautiful.

Robby’s perseverance and outlook on life have invited me into something beautiful. They’ve made me want to be a little rebel for joy. They’ve made it hard for me ever to complain about any small problem or headache I might have. They’ve made me want to make the world more awesome.

I mean, if he can find a reason to dance, maybe we can, too.

Your friend,
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Hello, and welcome to our book.





What do you think about that for the first line?










No way, man!










Too formal. How about . . .







It’s you! We’re so excited you picked up our book.
We’ve been waiting for you.





That. Is. Creepy.










Ugh. Yep. Sorry. Let me try again. . . .






If you’re reading this very first sentence in our book, we need you to know that the future of human existence is in your hands.





Um . . . No.










Too much. Here, let’s try this:






This is the first sentence in our book.





What do you think?










Perfect.






    
        
            	[image: image]
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You’ve already opened it, so that’s a good start.

Next, you should read it.

Then you should go be awesome. Deal? Thanks.

 





It’s a pretty bold move to make our first book a GUIDE TO BEING AWESOME. It sort of implies we somehow think we’ve got it all figured out. Do you have it all figured out?










No. I’ve never written a book before.










Well, I’ll help you with that. I’m learning, too.










We’re learning to write a book. We’re learning to be awesome. We’re learning lots of things!










So, you think it’s okay if we reveal to the readers of this book that we don’t have being awesome all figured out?










Um ... do we have to?










We don’t have to ... but if we want to be honest, then I think we should. Do you want the book to be honest?










That’s a loaded question, man.










(Laughs)










Okay. Let’s be honest: I am not always awesome. Brad is not always awesome. The people reading this are not always awesome.










Whoa! Easy now. You just unloaded a lot on these people.










Apologies, people.
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Yes, the title of this book is Kid President’s Guide to Being Awesome, but we readily admit to you, our new friends, that we don’t have being awesome all figured out. We do know awesome when we see it, though. And there seems to be a common formula:

Do you want to be awesome? Treat people awesome.

This book is our attempt to share a few ways we’ve seen awesome spread. We hope that by sharing these thoughts, you and your loved ones will be encouraged to do good. You’ll see stories of people who have inspired us. Some of these people are young, and some are not so young. Some of these people are well-known, and some are not. But they are all awesome; they are all guided by a sense that things can be better.

You don’t have to commit to doing everything we mention in here. We would love, though, if you’d take at least a few and make them happen. There’s even some space at the end where you can add ideas of your own. (Awesome is always a work in progress!) We’re confident you’re gonna make something wonderful happen, and we’re happy you’ve joined us on our next great adventure.

It is our hope that you are inspired as you go through this book to do something of your own to make the world more awesome. People like you are what have kept us encouraged and going. We can’t wait to see what you help make happen next. And if you decide to go out and make something happen, please share it with us: www.kidpresident.com/book.
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