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Communication and Participation- 

The Key to Unity and Self-Support

Fred E.
Panel 58 Delegate

Area 45, Southern New Jersey
Conference Committee on Finance

Referring to our service manual, page S50 suggest that the Delegate is encouraged to give a detailed report of what they saw and heard and felt.
Explaining what I felt will be the challenging portion of my report. To convey to you the wide range on emotions without you having the benefit of being there. I will do my best.

The conference and the Conference experience does not officially start until Sunday afternoon, but for me it started during the flag ceremony at the Northeast Regional Alcoholics Anonymous Service Assembly (NERAASA 08).It was there that I felt the presence of the conference experience begin to develop. At the Northeast Regional Delegates Reunion (NERD) I had the chance to hear the past and present NERDS (from panel 22 to panel 58) share their experience, strength, and hope of what to expect and not to expect at the General Service Conference. And for that I am truly grateful.   

I arrived at the Crown Plaza close to 12:30 pm along with the alternate Delegate and her husband. My room would not be ready until after 4:00 pm, this afforded me the opportunity to visit the hospitality room hosted by the New Your Intergroup and relax for a while. This is where I met Andy T. (Grapevine Director), whom I selected to be the Friday night speaker for the 45th Southern New Jersey Convention. It was his words of wisdom that caused me to ask him to be our speaker. It was also his words of wisdom that help me throughout the conference.

Sunday morning, time to get started. I had that moment to stand in the hallway of the hotel just outside of the conference rooms to ask myself, why was I here? The answer was, because this is where God wanted me to be. Simple, but at the same time it was profound. I attended the Remote Communities meeting; chaired by Trish L 57/79 BC Yukon With presentations from Vernon G. 57/17 Kiki R. 57/13 and Moe B. 57/84 NE Ontario. The topic was “What is a remote community?” The theme was; “We can Get There From Here, Through Communication & Participation”. There were three round tables; Geography, Culture and language, and Other Barriers. I attended the Culture and Language discussion. In the general session Sylvain LaLievre, Delegate, Northwest Quebec, Area 90 described a remote community of his as a 20 hour car ride followed by a two hour plane ride, and an hour by dog sled. This is just to get to a District meeting. I think we are truly blessed to only have to travel an hour and a half at the most. I have the Remote Communities Report available if anyone wishes to view it.
Prior to the Conference opening session the Delegates had a luncheon, where we were seated by regions. The panel 57 Delegates passed out our NERD survival kits. Items included in the kit were, Marbles; “Just in case you think you are losing yours”, Happy Face Stickers; “To help you keep your sense of humor”, and Rubber bands; “To Remind you to be Flexible and Stretch.” We also received our final instructions from our Northeast Regional trustee (NERT) John K. His instructions were “You guys are ready; you know what you have to do.”

The opening session of the 58th General Service Conference began on Sunday April 27th at 1:15 pm. We were welcome by the chairman of the General Service Board, Leonard Blumenthal. The first order of business was to vote to allow an Alt. Delegate and three visitors to be seated as 58th General Service Conference members. The conference officially started with roll call by the chairman of the General Service Office, Greg M.  One by one the names of the conference members were called. As he got closer to my name and Area I could feel my heart beat faster and faster. All the while asking myself; do I answer here or say present? I chose present. I was officially a member of the 58th General Service Conference of Alcoholics Anonymous. Wow, what a privilege and an honor, and what a feeling. 
We then had a greeting from France J, the Delegate chairperson from Northeast Québec. France is French-speaking, but she delivered her greeting in English: “I stand before you at the mike to welcome you in the language of Shakespeare. I hope my pronunciation is correct…” Afterwards she received a standing ovation. Chuck B., the rotating West Central regional Trustee, delivered the keynote address, in which he said, “We must strive to keep our primary purpose first and foremost as we progress through the week and to do what is best for Alcoholics Anonymous as a whole.”

Sunday afternoon we met with our respective joint Trustees and conference committees. We received four finance booklets and a finance workbook that included our audits of the A.A. World services, Grapevine, GSO reserve fund. We did not talk about the agenda items, just the finances of the fellowship. My experience as your Area treasurer allowed me to articulate and participate in the session.   
Sunday evening was time for the opening dinner with lots of fellowship and fun. Seeing past delegates and former Trustees still being part of the conference experience, reinforced the idea that once you are a conference member, you have a new extended family. Elaine McA. Our Alt. Delegate was there as my guest. The A.A. meeting following the dinner was hosted by Tim D 57/1 Alabama/ NW Florida. Andy T. (Grapevine Director) was one of the speakers and it was confirmed that I made the correct decision in selecting Him to be our GSO speaker for the convention. (Yes I actually ask him without hearing him first.)

Monday morning, A.A. history is about to be made. It’s time to go to work in our respective committees. Imagine a three hour group conscience meeting, discussing one topic among nine people. That is what it is like meeting in committee. Everyone gets a chance to express themselves, and we can agree to disagree. After three hours we still  have not come to a decision. We look forward to our next meeting on Tuesday.

After lunch, it is time for the Area highlights by Regions. The Northeast Region is the second to do its Highlights. Once again the butterflies began to dance in my stomach as my turn comes closer. Left foot, right foot, exhale. I breezed right through my highlights. I was truly grateful for the practice we had at NERAASA and NERD. After a presentation on Unity and a Sharing session we retired for the night at 9:45 pm.
Tuesday morning begin with the committee meetings We met for three more hours and after much debate, discussion, agreeing and disagreeing the Finance Committee did what was requested and recommended “that the trustees’ Finance and Budgetary committee gather input from the fellowship on the benefits and liabilities, both spiritual and practical of fully funding GSO Services to the Fellowship.” (GSO. Functional expenses) by the voluntary contributions of A.A. members and groups and that this information be forwarded to the 2009 Conference Committee on Finance. We also asked the Trustees’ Committee to consider updating and reformatting the self-support kit in response to the request to develop a Finance Kit.

Tuesday afternoon we had more Area Highlights from Eastern Canada and West Central regions. Our very own John K. moderated the Presentation/Discussion; Communication and Participation. Kiki R. 57/13 District of Columbia touched on how the message of unity expressed in the first tradition leaves room for a divergence of opinion in our fellowship.
Then it was off to GSO and Grapevine offices. A group of about 20 of us, including our NERT boarded the subway train for 116th street. We were met with a warm welcome and a nice spread of refreshments as we entered the GSO office. Being able to match the name with the face of those I have corresponded with made my day, that was until we had the tour of the Archives and sat on Bill W.‘s couch, and held one of the first Big books signed by Bill, Bob, Ruth, Ebby, and others. Then it was off to the Grapevine office. I was surprised to be greeted by Janice who was a member of South Jersey until about four years ago. We were shown how the Grapevine comes together on the board, with the staff having the chance to proofread and make suggestions before it goes to print.

Tuesday night we had our Delegates only dinner and meeting, where Joe B., Mid-Southern California was elected delegate chair for the 59th Conference; John T., South Dakota will be the alternate chair.

Wednesday morning I started the day by attending the 2008 GSC Serenity group meeting. (I also attended Thursday and Friday) Then the morning session opened with a workshop; “Love and Tolerance, Now More Than Ever”. We were randomly divided into ten groups and assigned different rooms for some lively discussion and debate. After lunch we were allowed to observe West Central and Western Canada elect their respective Trustees (Ken B. Nebraska, Vic P., Olds, Alberta.) We also elected one class A Trustee; Terrance Bedient who will replace Vince Keefe. Wednesday evening its time to rock and roll. The first committee reports and discussion were about to begin. The first two went smooth and we closed for the evening.

Thursday morning we resumed reports and discussion, things started to change. There were more conference members going to the mike now and the reports are starting to bog down. The reports were broken up with a Presentation/Discussion on Self-Support, to allow us a break from heated discussion. Then it was two more sessions of reports and discussion until we closed at 10:00pm.

Friday morning started with a Presentation; A.A. around the world. The remainder of the day was devoted to the reports and discussion, which were schedule to end at 5:00pm. (This included 15 floor actions) It is becoming obvious we will not finish by 5:00, so we break for dinner at 6:00pm to nourish and collect ourselves. We return at 6:45pm and I should have brought a snickers bar with me. Ladies and Gentlemen the 58th General Service Conference has set the record for the longest Conference ever in the history of A.A. We closed the 58th General Service Conference at 11:55pm (12:00 midnight by my watch).We closed with the serenity prayer in English, Spanish and French respectively. What did I just witness? What did I feel? I witness the collective conscience of A.A. express itself through discussion, debate, by vote, and with substantial unanimity. I felt as though there were members who needed to express what was on their heart and mind, and that the members whom it was expressed to heard their concerns. I also felt we had done the task set before us as a conference. The 57’s did not get their chance to do their farewells as is custom. But the business of the conference was taken care of.  Exhausted and spent it was time to pack and get ready for Saturday.

Saturday morning started with the closing brunch (at 8:00am.) The rotating Trustees Chuck B., Vince Keefe, and Tom K., had their farewell talks. Tom K. talked about the need for communication and trust at all levels of the fellowship. He also offered the fellowship the suggestion to take its inventory, to see how well we are focused on our primary purpose. The meeting was adjourned and it was off to Stepping Stones, the home of Bill and Lois W. We had the chance to visit “Wit’s End” a small cement block studio in the woods behind the house where Bill spent hours, “just sitting,” thinking and writing. Then it was back to the Hotel to say our goodbyes and well wishes until we meet again. Some members we will most likely not see again and other we will see at regional events, and still others we will see next year at the 59th GSC.

I am truly grateful for the advice of past conference members, who told me/us to go with an open mind and an open heart. It was that advice that allowed me to have a positive conference experience. To fully understand the experience and feelings one would have to really be there. I hope I have presented my report in such a way that you have been at the conference with me and share in the experience. I thank each of you for your support and your love. I will carry this with me forever. I am truly blessed to be standing here where God has placed me to do His will for His people, thank you one and all.
I close with the reading from the close of Monday’s session.                     

Day of Homecoming


“As sobriety means long life and happiness for the individual, so does unity mean exactly the same thing for our Society as a whole. Unified we live; disunited we shall perish.”
<<<   >>>

“We must think deeply of all those sick ones still to come to A.A. as they try to make their return to faith and to life, we want them to find everything in A.A. that we have found, and yet more, if that be possible. No care, no vigilance, no effort to preserve A.A.’s constant effectiveness and spiritual strength will ever be too great to hold us in full readiness for the day of their homecoming.”

As Bill Sees it, p. 229

Advisory Action and Additional Considerations are included in the post conference folder.

