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Masonic Medical Research Institute Hires
Virginia Augusta as Director of Major Gifts
and Strategic Initiatives

Director of Major Gifts and
Strategic Initiatives,
Virginia Augusta, PhD

The Masonic Medical Research Institute
(MMRI) has announced that Virginia
Augusta, PhD will be the new Director
of Major Gifts and Strategic Initiatives.
She comes to MMRI from the University
of Oxford, where she served as the
Principal Gift Officer in the North
American Office for the last three
years. In that role she was responsible
for building relationships with and
securing large gifts from high net worth
individuals in support of the university’s
highest priorities.

“We are thrilled to have someone of
Virginia’s stature join the fundraising operation at MMRI,” said John
Zielinksi, CFO at MMRI. “Her experience cultivating major gifts
for academic institutions with a research focus will be a perfect
complement to our team here.”
Augusta has been working in higher education fundraising since
2006, when she was the Associate Director for the Annual Funds
at the Johnson School at Cornell University. Since then, she has
continued her work in higher education at Cornell University, The
George Washington University, and most recently at the Oxford
North American Office. At each university, she was instrumental in
not only soliciting significant gifts, but also developing strategies and
infrastructures to most efficiently identify and qualify new prospects.
“As MMRI’s reputation continues to grow nationally and
internationally, we will increasingly be on the radar of donors who
(cont. on next page)

traditionally support research
universities like Oxford
and Cornell,” said Dr. Maria
Kontaridis, Director of Research
at MMRI. “Virginia’s unique
perspective on major donor
development, as well has her
academic background, make her
a perfect fit for MMRI, and will
help shape the way we approach
fundraising going forward.”

enough to be nimble and
responsive to the changing
needs of today’s major donors,”
said Virginia Augusta. “I was also
impressed with the supportive
and visionary leadership that
has assembled a stellar science
team; that will make my job so
much easier, because after all,
it’s the science that the donors
are interested in supporting.”

“What enticed me most about
this job is that MMRI is growing
rapidly, but it is also still small

Among the many things that
interested Virginia in MMRI,
one stood out – the fact that

her grandfather was a Mason in
Surrey, England. Augusta is very
excited to make a change and
begin working at MMRI. “I feel a
connection to the institute, and
to my grandfather, and I think I
can bring a lot of new ideas to
the table.”
Her first day at MMRI was
October 31, and you can reach
her at: vaugusta@mmri.edu /
315.624.7492

New York State Senator Joseph Griffo Secures $500,000 in Funding
for Masonic Medical Research Institute to Purchase Equipment
New York State Senator Joseph
Griffo joined leadership from
the Masonic Medical Research
Institute (MMRI), the Grand
Lodge of New York, and other
elected officials to announce
$500,000 in funding that he
secured through the State and
Municipal Facilities Program
(SAM). The $500,000 grant will
help offset the purchase of
two pieces of equipment that
will support research at MMRI.
These devices will ensure that
MMRI scientists have the latest
equipment to support their
research.
The specific equipment that will
be purchased with the help of
the funding secured by Senator
Griffo includes a cell analyzer
and a cell sorter.
The aptly named cell sorter
helps sort and analyze mixtures
of cells into two or more
containers, one cell at a time,
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From L – R: R∴W∴ Alvaro Quiroga, President, MMRI Board of Directors;
Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Director of Research MMRI; M∴W∴ William M.
Sardone, Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of New York; Senator Joseph
Griffo; Bro. John Zielinski, CFO, MMRI; R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss,
Chairman of the MMRI Board of Directors; Assemblyman Bro. Brian Miller;
and Oneida County Executive Anthony Picente.

based on the specific light
scattering and fluorescent
characteristics of each cell. The
second piece of equipment
analyzes the physical and
chemical characteristics of each

cell or particles in a fluid. They
are replacing older, outdated
equipment that MMRI had.
Altogether, the new equipment
costs about $800,000.
(cont. on next page)

“The Masonic Medical Research
Institute is recognized
worldwide for the outstanding
biomedical research that it
conducts,” Senator Griffo said.
“This funding will help with the
purchase of technology that will
enhance the facility’s research
capabilities and will hopefully
lead to new discoveries. The
Masonic Medical Research
Institute does such great work
in helping to improve the lives
of others, and I am proud to
have secured important funding

that will help to continue those
efforts.”
“The MMRI faculty are pursuing
paths of inquiry in a variety of
fields from cardiac research to
lupus, diabetes and cancer,” said
Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Director of
Research at the MMRI. “These
areas of research are evolving
rapidly as new technological
advances allow scientists to
analyze huge sets of data and
provide imaging in areas that
would have been impossible

just a few years ago. The MMRI
needs to update our equipment
with new models that will allow
our faculty to keep up with our
peers and collaborators across
the country and around the
world. This grant from Senator
Griffo is critically important;
it will allow us to purchase
equipment we might not have
been able to buy for many years.
We appreciate Senator Griffo’s
support and interest in the work
we are doing here at the MMRI.”

MMRI Faculty Working to Improve Pulmonary Embolism
Treatment through New Models and Imaging
Imagine you’re on a transatlantic
flight. You’ve been in your seat
for over five hours. When you
get off the airplane, you notice
that you have some pain and
redness in your leg, but that’s
not unusual after sitting in a
cramped seat for so many hours.
Soon you start to feel strange
symptoms—back pain, chest
pain, and uncontrollable chills—
you decide to see a doctor. Once
there, she quickly diagnoses
you with a pulmonary embolism
(PE), which is caused by deep
vein thrombosis (DVT).
A pulmonary embolism (PE)
is a blood clot in the lung. It
is a serious life-threatening
condition that affects over one
million Americans per year,
with 100,000-200,000 cases
being fatal. However, despite
being common, treatment for
PE has not advanced over the
years. Therefore, the prognosis

for PE has not kept pace with
the scientific advances made in
many other conditions.
“Currently the best treatment
options available for PE
are blood thinners or
anticoagulants (warfarin),
thrombolytic medications
(“clot busters”), or in extreme
cases, surgery,” said Dr. Chase
Kessinger, an Instructor of
Cardiovascular Medicine
at the Masonic Medical
Research Institute. “However,
the outcomes from novel
thrombolytic therapies still do
not outweigh the risk of major
bleeding events, which has not
improved significantly over the
years.”
That is why the work that
Dr. Kessinger is doing at
MMRI is so essential. He and
his team have leveraged
state-of-the-art imaging

Chase Kessinger, PhD, Instructor of
Cardiovascular Medicine at the
Masonic Medical Research Institute

instrumentation to follow the
biological mechanisms causal
to PE; through resolution and
identification of inflammation
markers, they are developing
new treatments and imaging
strategies for better and more
accurate detection, therapy and
prognosis of PE. His research
focuses on using targeted
nanoparticles to develop
(cont. on next page)
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imaging readouts that allow
researchers to test different
therapies in PE or DVT animal
models, which will eventually,
lead to better treatments in
human patients as well.

study how the treatment and
disease function within a living
subject, in real time, and allows
them to work faster towards
more effective treatment in
human patients.

Current treatments and lack
of advancements have proven
that we do not know enough
about PE disease. To this end,
Dr. Kessinger has focused on
developing a more clinically
relevant model of PE in small
animals, to allow the in-depth
study of its biology. This model
of PE aims to enable researchers
to find new druggable targets to
improve patient outcomes.

“With a comprehensive and
clinically relevant animal model
of PE, researchers will gain a
huge advantage in testing novel
therapies and investigating
and developing novel imaging
strategies to diagnose and
treat patients with PE,” said
Kessinger. He added, “The
studies we are currently carrying
out will hopefully translate
into the clinics and inform
doctors whether patients would
more benefit from aggressive
treatments or if they only

Dr. Kessinger’s utilization of
imaging allows researchers to

need an anticoagulant and go
home. Currently, we still don’t
know if we are over- or undertreating patients presenting
with PE, which could lead to
fatal outcomes- which is just
unacceptable.”
While this research may still be
years away from being used in
clinical trials on human patients,
the potential for therapeutic
breakthroughs and improved
imaging strategies have wideranging implications, and
the underlying principles are
being applied in other areas of
research from cancer to lupus.
For more information on Dr.
Kessinger, or how to support his
research visit: MMRI.edu

Ancient Temple Lodge #14, a Contribution, Memorializes Brother
On Tuesday, October 16th,
Ancient Temple Number 14
hosted their thirty-seventh
annual charity night awards
at the Masonic Temple in
downtown Albany, NY. The
Worshipful Master Michael
DellaValle presented Bro. Alex
Simon, Director of Development,
with a check to honor Past
Master W∴ Niels C. Jurgensen
who passed away in June.
Brother Jurgensen was a native
of the capital region and veteran
of the Vietnam War. Due to the
Ancient Temples contribution,
MMRI will memorialize his
name in our Golden Heart
Society, which honors those
who embrace the potential of
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From L-R: District Deputy Grand Master R∴W∴ Ken White; Master,
W∴ Michael DellaValle and Bro. Alex Simon.

medical research and seek to
relieve the burden of disease.
Contributions of $2,500 or more

are recognized in the Golden
Heart Society, which is located
in Schneeweiss Lobby of MMRI.

Order of the Eastern Star Announces MMRI’s Lupus Research as
their Special Project
Most Worthy Grand Matron
Susanne Peckham and Most
Worthy Grand Patron Philip
Trautman of the Order of the
Eastern Star (OES) announced
Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Director
of Research at Masonic Medical
Research Institute (MMRI) and
her work on Systemic Lupus
Erythematosus (SLE) as their
Special Project for 2018-2019.
They made the announcement at
the OES Annual Communication
on October 13 in Binghamton,
New York.
Lupus, or SLE, is a chronic and
complex autoimmune disease. It
can affect multiple organs in the
body including the joints, skin,
brain, lungs, kidneys, and blood
vessels, causing widespread
inflammation and tissue
damage. Currently, there is no
cure. The condition prominently
affects women; one man for
every nine women is diagnosed
with the disease.

“We are happy to announce
this project with MMRI for
the coming year. We hope
these resources will help
Dr. Kontaridis and her team
develop treatments and cures
that will help individuals who
are burdened with Lupus,” said
the Most Worthy Grand Matron
Susanne Peckham.
“Lupus has always been very
close to my heart,” said Dr.
Kontaridis. “In 1986 my mother
was diagnosed with SLE. She
suffered from the disease for 23
years. In 2009 she passed away
from complications from the
illness and, ironically enough,
was the same year I realized
that my research on SHP2
(protein tyrosine phosphatase),
something I had been working
on for over 20 years, was
connected to SLE. I have been
working on SLE ever since.”
Dr. Kontaridis was unable to
attend the conference in-person;

however, she recorded remarks
and a 10-minute interview
that was played for those in
attendance.
In her remarks she stated, “The
research support from the OES
will allow us to better parse
out the mechanisms mediated
by abnormal SHP-2 activity. In
other words, ask: why is SHP2
activity elevated? How does that
activity function in the body?
Why does it allow for continued
growth only in autoimmune
patients? One of the most
critical elements in our research
is to identify and develop a
better drug for the treatment of
this disease. We know the first
drug we developed was not
specific enough to revere this
disease. Therefore being able to
create something more specific
to the treatment of Lupus
directly will be critical going
forward.”

28th Annual UNYCES Conference Brings Scientists and Students
Together
The 28th Upstate New York
Cardiac Electrophysiology
Society (UNYCES) annual
conference was held on October
18 and 19 where it first began –
the Masonic Medical Research
Institute (MMRI). MMRI held the
first conference in Utica in 1990,
and another six times since
then, making this the eighth

year that MMRI has hosted the
event.

Maria Kontaridis, Director of
Research.

“There is such a rich history
of cardiac electrophysiology
research at MMRI, so hosting
a gathering of the society is a
tribute to the many years of
work at our Institute”, said Dr.

“Science is about collaboration
and the sharing of knowledge
among peers, so it is both an
honor and privilege to welcome
this distinguished group to our
facility.”
(cont. on next page)
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Valérie Long, from Montreal
Heart Institute. Her poster was
entitled “Role of 17β-estradiol
on increased cardiac
automaticity during pregnancy”.
Samuel Olczyk, from the
Masonic Medical Research
Institute, Utica, New York.
His poster was entitled
“Functional Effects of Culturing
Human Pluripotent Stem CellDerived Cardiomyocytes on
Polydimethylsiloxane Substrate”.

Dr. Steven R. Houser, PhD, FAHA, gives the keynote address entitled “Animal
Models for Developments of Heart Failure Therapy” at the 2018 UNYCES
Conference.

The annual UNYCES meeting
brings together scientific minds
from across the Northeast and
Eastern Canada. The gathering
includes prominent faculty,
post-doctorate fellows, and
undergraduate and graduate
students.
Dr. Steven R. Houser, PhD, FAHA,
gave the Gordon K. Moe keynote
address entitled “Animal Models
for Developments of Heart
Failure Therapy”. Dr. Houser
is the Senior Associate Dean,
Research, Vera J. Goodfriend
Endowed Chair, Cardiovascular
Research, Chair and Professor,
Physiology and Director,
Cardiovascular Research Center
(CRVC) and Professor, Medicine
at the Lewis Katz School of
Medicine, Temple University. Dr.
Houser is also the immediate
past President of the American
Heart Association.
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The conference kicked off
Thursday evening, just before
the keynote address, with the
Young Investigators Poster
Session, which allowed
undergraduate students from
across New York and Canada
to present their research to
the faculty at the conference.
The competitors were vying
for the Gordon K. Moe Young
Investigators Award.
The award is presented
annually to an undergraduate
or graduate student, postdoctoral trainee, or junior
faculty member whose abstract
and presentation are judged by
senior scientists.
There were three winners, each
of whom received a $500 cash
prize along with a plaque. This
year’s winners are:

Frances L. Chen, from Cornell
University, College of Veterinary
Medicine, Department of
Molecular Medicine. Her
talk was entitled “The long
non-coding (Inc) RNA, Playrr,
modulates Pitx2 dosage
and leads to cardiac rhythm
disturbances in the Playrr
mutant mouse”.
Along with competitors and
judges, UNYCES was happy
to welcome local high school
students for the second time.
Thanks to a $15,000 grant from
Verizon Inc., the high school
students were able to attend
the conference and tour MMRI.
Verizon Inc. has supported
MMRI’s mission to train the next
generation of scientists for a
number of years now, including
underwriting the student
participation at UNYCES in
2016 and funding the Summer
Fellows Program.
Students from five high schools
across the Mohawk Valley were
(cont. on next page)

bused to the Institute to attend
the event. The students were
also given the opportunity
to tour the Institute and
see its three departments:
Experimental Cardiology, Stem
Cells, and Molecular Genetics.
Students were able to see real
experiments and question
the Institute’s scientists. With
many of these students starting
college next year, this first-hand
experience in a real lab was an
extremely beneficial experience.
“We are so grateful to Verizon
for helping us train the next
generation of scientists”, said
Dr. Kontaridis. “Verizon’s support
allows us to reach out much
further, so we can really extend
that support to the young
minds around us and help them
get involved in the scientific
community early”.

Samuel Olczyk, (left) one of three winners of the Gordon K. Moe Young
Investigators Award.

The participating schools
included:
•

Clinton High School –
18 students, 1 teacher

•

New York Mills High School –
3 students, 1 teacher

•

Oriskany High School –
5 students, 1 teacher

•

Thomas R. Proctor High
School – 22 students,
2 teachers

•

Remsen High School –
5 students, 1 teacher

Next year’s event will be held in
Syracuse, New York.
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Students from five high schools across the Mohawk Valley pose for photo after
tour of MMRI at 2018 UNYCES Conference.
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