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A Most Unlikely Trailblazer
Taking this job was the biggest mistake of my life. What on earth was I thinking?
I have no IT degree, no Salesforce training, and zero experience with this complex and powerful system: the one that will be the core business system for Fusion Group, the company that

hired me in a moment of utter madness. (I was employed to customise and implement this

CRM, even though I had never even heard of a CRM a month ago.) I must be crazy. I have no
idea what I’m doing!

There is no alternative but for me to resign, so Fusion can hire a competent, qualified, and experienced consultant to do a job that I have no hope of performing.

These are the thoughts that plagued my weary mind as I drove in the dark along Woodville
Road, making my way to our offices at Bella Vista in north-western Sydney. It was around 5:45

am, one weekday in July 2016. I was tired, overwhelmed, and discouraged. I could not go on.
It was just too hard.

How did I arrive at such a place? It is quite a story: the story of a most unlikely Trailblazer.
You might wonder how this inexperienced and untrained novice taught himself the Salesforce
CRM platform and built a complex new Financial Services Cloud system. Read on and find out!

Early Days
As I approached the middle of Year 6, my parents faced a tough decision. Our local high school

in Sydney had a reputation of being the worst in the state, in terms of both academics and disci-

pline. My attending a private school would have really stretched our family budget. We didn’t
know what to do.

Our school principal told my parents about a selective high school called James Ruse Agricultural High School. Recognised as perhaps the top school in the state, James Ruse required

prospective students to pass a tough entry exam. Our principal encouraged me to apply and told

my parents that he thought I could pass. Being my usual, pessimistic self, I told my parents

that although there was no way I could pass the entrance exam, I would try my best in order to
please them.

Much to my surprise, I was accepted.
During school, I developed a strong aptitude and passion for mathematics, while also enjoying
history, drama, and debating. Upon graduating in 1985, I enrolled in the University of Sydney,
joining the Department of Mechanical Engineering.

Another significant event took place in 1985. To the utter shock and disbelief of my friends, I

converted from atheism to Christianity and joined a Baptist church. This was to have a profound
effect on my future in a great many ways.

A third incident occurred in 1985, directly preceding my conversion: I had a terrifying and
debilitating encounter with serious depression. More about this later.

I graduated with my degree in 1989, much to the delight of my parents. I was recruited by
Proctor and Gamble (P&G) as a mechanical project engineer and embarked on my exciting
new career.

A short-lived vocation
P&G hired me to work as an engineer in their Villawood plant in Sydney. They then sent me off
to Akashi, Japan, to train to be the line engineer for a $3m production line that was soon to be

shipped to Australia. I spent four months in Japan, but then the project was cancelled. I moved
back home and was placed in charge of moving and upgrading a shampoo packaging line.

The money was good, but I was not happy or fulfilled in my role. I simply didn’t fit, like a
square peg in a round hole. After just two years into my engineering career, I began to dream
of moving on.

I’m leaving on a jet plane!
As Providence would have it, a close friend was moving to the United States to study to be a
pastor. I had felt a strong desire for years to study theology, so I quit my job at P&G, grabbed

my savings, and flew to Chicago. It was 35 degrees Celsius when I left Sydney and a frigid
minus 5 degrees Celsius when I landed at O’Hare Airport, with a healthy covering of snow on
the ground. Welcome to Chicago!

Living under strict dormitory rules was challenging, as was the fact that I had no spare cash at
all due to being a foreign student. I enjoyed the course work, loved the weekend ministry in the
ghettos of Chicago, and made the friends of a lifetime.

I also met and married the love of my life, a loud and rambunctious Texas gal named Christina
Hillard. Little did I know the hell that I would put her through in the years to come as the Black
Dog of depression ripped into my mind and soul.

The incredible story of how I graduated summa cum laude in 1996 with a four-year degree in
theology is one that can be reserved for another time and place. Suffice it to say, Christina and

I had our fair share of challenges, including a head-on car accident that landed us both in the
trauma wards of separate hospitals and that could have easily ended our lives.

While finishing my degree, I landed a job at Superior Engineering Corporation, a consultancy

firm in Hammond, Indiana, that catered largely to the petrochemical industry. With no recent
engineering experience in that arena, I was hired to do AUTOCAD drafting, but then was

promoted when I taught myself Microsoft Access and built a database to manage their library
of over 5,000 valuable engineering drawings. Little did I know that this brief stint in database

design would have a profound impact on my future exactly twenty years later. Providence was
at work!

Ministry
A very wise man once said, “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there

is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest.” (King
Solomon) This has been my mantra for most of my life: I jump right into a task, boots and

all, “leaving nothing on the court” as my American friends say. I tend to live life at breakneck
speed, and my brain seldom shuts down, even when I am asleep! This can be a blessing, but it
can also be a curse, as I will soon explain.

In August of 1999, we moved back to Sydney and planted a church in La Perouse, an area
where we did not know a soul. I threw myself into the work, as did Christina. I worked 10-14

hour days, often without a day off, and we took very few vacations. The church slowly grew,
and we gathered a lovely group of people around us as we sought to live out the love of God.
I was tired, largely because I poured my life into others without taking good care of myself. I
mostly enjoyed the work of the ministry, and I found it to be very fulfilling. Giving to others
and helping them succeed in life became a great source of joy.

However, as the years passed, things changed. Tragically, joy and happiness were slowly leaking from my soul, being replaced with an ugly, bitter darkness.

Melancholy
The depression that I had fought during various seasons of my life began to get more frequent

and more intense in my 30s. The darkness and hopelessness began to swallow my soul and
crush my spirit. By the time I reached the age of 40, it was debilitating and destructive.
What do I mean?
I could recount many occasions when the order, structure and clarity in my mind violently gave
way to chaos and confusion. In some cases, this process took place in mere moments; in others,
a period of days or weeks. When this happens, the disorder feeds upon itself, growing and flourishing as my mind yields to intellectual anarchy. Chaos breeds further chaos.

I cannot speak for others, but in my case, it is as if my brain has gone into overdrive and
the throttle is stuck wide open. Sleep departs as my chaotic cogitations run wild, rampaging

through my confused head and wreaking havoc. Every possible scenario of failure, pain, and
disaster presents itself to my mind. If it is hopeless, dark, or terrifying, I will imagine it and
meditate upon it ad infinitum.

The impact of this storm in my mind is catastrophic. My mental and emotional resolve caves in.
Imaginations run wild. Fear and despondency prevail. Logic fails; faith melts.

I tried to fight this Black Dog with all my might, but my strength gave out. I was at breaking
point by the beginning of 2014, with no reserves of emotional resilience at all. I became desperate, even suicidal.

When life came crashing down
How bad did things become, after decades of wrestling with depression? Very bad, indeed.
Life-threatening. You can read my book on depression (Hope, Help and Healing for the De-

pressed) for more detail, but I was very close to throwing away everyone and everything dear
to me.

What led to this awful place of utter despair? Within the space of six months, Christina was

afflicted with cancer, my son was diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome, I lost my voice completely for four months (a catastrophic thing for a pastor), and we were hit with a crippling
investment loss of $1,500 per month.

It was all too much for my fragile mind: I simply broke.
Without going into the details, I suffered a complete breakdown and immediately sought emer-

gency medical treatment. I was diagnosed with major depressive disorder and was forced to
take a medical leave of absence from ministry for four months.

It was during this time that I wrote my book on depression. Writing the book was extremely
therapeutic, and I hoped that my painful experiences could help bring hope to others in a similar
battle for life and sanity. I have since shared my story of hope with thousands of people.

I recovered quite well, all things considered, but I was nowhere near 100% when I went back

into the ministry. I soon realised that my health could not cope with the emotional stresses and
strains of being a pastor and counsellor, so I resigned from the church in November 2015. This
was the most difficult thing, by far, that I have ever done in my life.

When I resigned from our church, I continued to speak in churches, and received some income
as a result. I also had the incredible privilege of traveling on a book tour to promote my depres-

sion book in early 2015, speaking in 16 churches in seven states of the USA, from California
to Maine.

The money from my book sales on the trip helped to pay our bills for a couple of months.
However, the loss of two thirds of our income since November was crippling us financially. I

looked for work in vain, even applying for a low-paying factory job and being rejected. I have
an engineering degree but have had no relevant experience since 1991, so engineering was not
a viable option. Our situation seemed hopeless.

We prayed and looked, to no avail. The money from the book sales was almost gone. In fact,
we had enough funds left for a few weeks’ rent, then we would be in serious trouble indeed.
Things were desperate.

Then came a meeting that would change my life and vocation forever.

SalesWhat?
A friend of mine, Neil Moodley, is the Managing Director for a financial services business,

Fusion Group. He called to ask if I would consider working with them to help implement a

CRM system. I said, “Okay.” After hanging up, I promptly went to search what “CRM” stood

for! I had no idea at all what it was. This was May of 2016. A CRM, I found out, is a Customer
Relationship Management system. It helps businesses to build and maintain great relationships
with their customers, as the name suggests.

I met Neil and the management team that afternoon: my first job interview in twenty years!

I was told that Fusion wanted to implement Salesforce as their core business system and that
they needed someone to customise and implement it for them. I had never heard of Salesforce,

but I told them of my experience with MSAccess (back in 1997!) and that I felt I could take on

this challenge. After all, it sounded like a straightforward database project. It couldn’t be too
difficult, right?
Wrong!
That evening, after accepting the job, I got online and had my first look at this system that was

to become the centre of my vocational world. I was very impressed! I love technology, and it
looked very flexible and powerful. I also became quite nervous as I began to realise that this
was not going to be a simple database project after all!

I had just three weeks to prepare before I started work. Apart from a two-minute demo of

Salesforce, I hadn’t seen anything of the CRM system before. I started on YouTube watching
old Dreamforce sessions for about 50 hours in the first week. Then I stumbled across my good

friend Trailhead, which has been a godsend. The next two weeks were filled with two things
that I love: espresso and Trailhead!

Of course, Neil and I had no idea just how complex and demanding a Salesforce implementa-

tion project is, especially for someone who has absolutely no Salesforce training, no IT training
or degree, and no Salesforce experience at all! To make things even more interesting, we pur-

chased the new Financial Services Cloud package which had been released just a few months
earlier. Life was about to get very exciting very quickly…

Trailblazing!
I remember when we got our Salesforce licences. It took me a few hours to install and configure

the Financial Services Cloud (FSC) managed package. I then looked at this virgin CRM org and

realised that I really did have to build out a new business ERP system. It was all down to me,
the untrained and terrified novice! I felt extremely small…

I created my first new object and app in my first week in the system, which was both scary and

exciting. From then on, it was a series of “firsts”: first new record type, first workflow, first process in process builder, first cross-object formula field, and more. Most of my work days began

at 6 am when I would read, research, and try to figure how on earth to do what had to be done

that day! It was very challenging and overwhelming to implement an FSC org from scratch with
no mentor or training.

I remember very clearly that one morning I said to myself, “If this system ever works, it will be
a miracle!” I knew I could not do it on my own. It was truly impossible!

I often hit a wall, partly because of the complex and diverse nature of our business application
and partly because of my inexperience. However, I refuse to give up, so I research, speak with

our Solutions Engineer, and jump into the Success Community. It hasn’t been easy, but what
worthwhile endeavour is?

There are many features of Salesforce that I enjoy. FSC is designed to work in Lightning, so
we are Lightning first. I enjoy working with the Lightning App Builder to build and customise
pages. I love Process Builder; it suits the way my brain works.

My favourite aspect of Salesforce implementation is process mapping and automation. I don’t
do code, so I need to work with a visual interface: declarative, without programming. Click

versus code. I map our business processes in Elements.cloud and use a process automation app
called Process Composer to automate them in Salesforce. So far, we have mapped and built
around 30 processes. Here is one example:

A couple of months into the project, I texted a friend in IT: “I’ve installed Informatica, I’ve got
the agent running in the background, I’ve created some API connectors, and I’ve performed my

first successful integration with a flat file.” I started laughing then because I thought to myself,

if someone had said all that to me three months ago, I would have said “What?” What a journey!
I have been pleasantly surprised by the general camaraderie and community spirit in the Sales-

force ecosystem. I have never experienced anything like it in the corporate world. Early on, I
implemented an idea that Steve Molis, an MVP on the Success Community platform, posted.
I had a bit of a problem, so I asked a question, and Steve jumped in to answer it. I thought to
myself, “How cool is that?”

Now, let us return to those despairing thoughts that I encountered in July and on numerous
occasions:

Taking this job was the biggest mistake of my life. What on earth was I thinking?
I have no IT degree, no Salesforce training, and zero experience with this complex and
powerful system – the one that will be the core business system for Fusion Group, the
company who hired me in a moment of utter madness. (I was employed to customise
and implement this CRM, even though I had never even heard of a CRM a month ago.)
I must be crazy. I have no idea what I’m doing!
There is no alternative but for me to resign so Fusion can hire a competent, qualified,
and experienced consultant to do a job that I have no hope of performing.

How did I get through this? How did I rise to the challenge and not collapse in a quivering heap?
First, I prayed. A lot! And I still do. This role has been incredibly demanding, and it often takes
its toll upon my mental and emotional resilience. When I find myself giving in to fear and inadequacy, I remind myself that my Father brought me to this and He will bring me through this.

Second, I worked very hard, both at the office and doing research and Trailhead at home. I put in

whatever hours were necessary to learn what I needed to learn to get the job done. I am grateful
for parents who taught me that the harder you work, the luckier you get!

Third, I just kept going; I pressed through the fear and inadequacy, and attacked the project one
day at a time. Some days it seemed utterly hopeless, but I prayed and refused to give up. How
do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time!

For those of you have ever launched out of your comfort zone and tried to build something of
significance, I think you will identity with the following graphic; I know that I do.

On a practical level, how did I get from Salesforce novice to Salesforce implementer? Briefly:
1.

I spent many, many hours in Trailhead, the Salesforce online learning curriculum.

Most of the time I worked through modules that helped me know how to perform the
next step in my project. I also completed the beginner, intermediate, and advanced
trails quite early on.

2.

I have spent a great deal of time in online research: reading blogs, watching YouTube

3.

I joined the Salesforce Success Community, signed up for some relevant groups, and

videos, searching online articles, and leveraging the free Salesforce knowledge base.

started asking questions. Later, I began to share my experiences and lessons, and tried

to help others on their journey. The Salesforce Success Community is incredibly helpful and supportive.
4.

I developed a great relationship with our gifted Salesforce Solutions Engineer, Andrew

5.

I have tried to focus on business processes first, CRM system second. A great CRM org

6.

Of course, I cut my teeth on a production org, but being hired as a novice like I was is

Foster, and we have worked through many problems together.

is useless if it does not align with the business that it was designed for!

extremely rare. I suggest that aspiring admins and developers get their hands dirty in a
free development org and try to volunteer for a not-for-profit organisation.

I think this wonderful quote summarises my journey:
“If someone offers you an amazing opportunity and you’re not sure you can do it, say
yes – then learn how to do it later.” Richard Branson
By the way, I am no expert, and I have a long way to go, even in our current project. Systems

integration (such as an API connection with Class Super) is ongoing, Pardot implementation
begins this week (March 17), and there is a great deal of improvement and automation still be-

ing performed in our system. Like many businesses, we are wrestling with system adoption and

data quality, and the list of system improvement tasks just keeps getting longer. Welcome to IT!
My new role as Digital Business Analyst, which I am slowly moving into over the next few

months, is both exciting and scary. This role embraces the whole digital picture: enhancing our
business using technology such as Salesforce and Pardot to make us more efficient, productive,

happy, and profitable. It will incorporate a marketing aspect, as well as providing input to the

management team around how we can best utilize technological advances. Never a dull moment!

The journey that God has brought me on is amazing. My doctor told me recently that many

people never recover from a serious breakdown like mine, and some recover only partially.
To recover as I have done and to succeed at a highly-demanding, technical job, is, in his
expert opinion, “a miracle.” Indeed, it is.

This makes the following certification even more special to me:

Lessons Learned
King Solomon said, “The ear that hears the reproof of life abides among the wise.” What he
meant was simply this: Don’t miss the lessons that life is teaching you while it kicks your butt!
What lessons have I learned so far?
First, “There is no man living who isn’t capable of doing more than he thinks he can do” (Henry
Ford). When I accepted the job offer from Fusion, my manager and I had no inkling of how
complex and challenging the CRM project would become. The magnitude of the project soon
dawned on me, and it terrified me! However, I just tried. I had a go, even though it really did

seem impossible. I had to believe that I could do it! One promise that I have clung to is, “I can
do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” (Philippians 4:13)

Second, you must never stop learning. The fact that we have free access to a first-class, structured system of learning, one which is recognised in the industry, is quite extraordinary. Trail-

head is a lifesaver. I obtained my ranger status a while ago, which was incredibly rewarding

and exciting, given where I started in May. There are also some great blogs out there, plus the
Salesforce online repository of knowledge. Remember, readers are leaders.

Third, Jesus said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive”. You will receive a lot from the

Salesforce Success Community, so be sure to give back. A life lived for others is a life with
meaning, purpose, and happiness. Invest in others, even if they don’t seem appreciative or
responsive.

Next, leverage the community and get engaged. I wrote a post on the Success Community about
my story, and the next day I found all these amazing people had commented on my post: Keep
going; Kudos; You can do it! It was very unusual and so touching, yet typical of the Success
Community.

Last, keep on keeping on! When you fail, you’ve just found another way it can’t be done. We

all have days when we feel like total dummies, and we want to quit. Push through those days

(or weeks!) and keep moving forward, even if you are only taking baby steps.
You can do it. You can upskill and get that promotion. You can get to the next level. You can
complete that daunting project. You can transition your career, no matter what your stage of life

is. But, none of this will happen if you give in to those demons of fear and inadequacy. Just try!

Thank you!
I could not write a book on my story without giving credit to whom credit is due.
First, I must thank the Lord. He is my Rock. I have been a Christian for 31 years since my
dramatic conversion from atheism, and I am utterly dependent on the Lord. God has been good
to me.

Second, my amazing wife, Christina, and my adorable son, Adam, deserve a great deal of cred-

it, not only for staying by my side through years of my depression, but also for giving me the
freedom to work the hours that this self-learning journey has demanded.

Third, thanks to my incredible parents, Mick and Sylvia. If I am a hard and persistent worker,
it is only because you taught me by your tireless examples. I love you.

Fourth, I owe a great debt of gratitude to my friends at Fusion, especially my manager, Neil
Moodley, and his father, Reg. They took a massive risk in hiring me, and they have stuck with

me. I am blessed to work with Neil, Reg, Keegan, Abe, Justine, and others who are not just
colleagues: they are friends.

Fifth, a big “thank you” goes to Marc Benioff and Parker Harris for having the vision, passion,

and fortitude to launch such an amazing cloud computing company. The very fact that an in-

experienced novice could implement their system without formal training is testament to the
intuitive nature of their CRM.

Sixth, thanks to all the great staff at Salesforce, especially my friends Megan Petersen and Andrew Foster, and all the incredibly creative members of the Trailhead team.

Seventh, I must thank my colleague, my partner in crime, Adi Kamdi, who came on board as an unpaid intern and has contributed immensely to the success of our project.

Last, but surely not least, let me thank the amazing Salesforce Community. I do not think I would
have come this far without them. A special shout out to David Giller, Mike Gerholdt, Steve Molis,
and Gillian Bruce.

Contact Mark
Email: mark@fusionfs.com.au
Twitter: @marktossell
Trailhead profile: https://trailhead.salesforce.com/users/profiles/005500000060nYVAAY
Salesforce Community: Mark Tossell (Fusion Group)
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/mark-tossell-051489101/

Hope, Help and Healing for the Depressed:

I am changing publishers in the USA, so it is only available there as a Kindle book for now:

https://www.amazon.com/Hope-Help-Healing-Depressed-depression-ebook/dp/B014ON9GJ4
In Australia, it is available as a paperback at:

http://arkhousepress.com/hope-help-and-healing-for-the-depressed.html
As a Kindle book:

https://www.amazon.com.au/d/ebook/Healing-Depressed-pastors-lifelong-battle-depression-found/
B014ON9GJ4

Fusion Group: http://www.fusionfs.com.au

