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Dr. Maria Kontaridis began 
her first day as the Director of 
Research at the Masonic Medical 
Research Laboratory (MMRL) 
on January 1, 2018. In her role 
as Director of Research, she 
is responsible for managing 
the faculty and research staff, 
as well as the direction of the 
scientific program. In addition 
to her appointment at MMRL, 
she also maintains a part-time 
faculty appointment as an 
Associate Professor of Medicine 
at Harvard Medical School 
and Beth Israel Deaconess 
Medical Center, Department of 
Medicine/Division of Cardiology 
in Boston, Massachusetts. 

One of the most important 
aspects of Dr. Kontaridis’ 
position will be her research, 
and facilitating that work 
requires moving her lab from 
Boston to Utica. However, 
moving an entire lab is no 
simple task.  Dr. Kontaridis’ 
research program focuses on 
multiple disciplinary areas, 
including understanding the 
fundamental mechanisms 
underlying both congenital 

heart disease and end-
stage heart failure, and the 
processes that lead to abnormal 
development, aberrant 
signaling and disease onset. Her 
work has been awarded grants 
from several foundations, the 
National Institutes of Health, as 
well pharmaceutical companies, 
and she has not only made 
several seminal observations 
about the function of specific 
enzymes in the heart, but in the 
immune system, focused on 
systemic lupus erythematosus, 
and the gut, focused on 
Crohn’s Disease and other 
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gastrointestinal difficulties, as 
well. 

These research efforts utilize a 
myriad of tools and techniques, 
including use of inducible 
pluripotent stem cells (also 
known as iPSCs), which are 
cells that can be generated 
directly from adult cells. MMRL 
also has been collecting and 
using iPSCs for many years 
and has a well-regarded 
program that has contributed 
to multiple collaborations with 
other institutions. Other tools 
include in vivo mouse model 
systems and molecular biology 
techniques. Transferring the 
in vivo mouse model systems 
provide the greatest challenge 
in the move, since the mice used 
in research are not the same as 
mice you would find in a pet 
store. They are specially bred, 

genetically modified, and must 
be kept under very controlled 
settings. The new full-barrier 
vivarium at MMRL will be 
an area of the lab adapted 
specifically for keeping and 
handling of these animals. This 
means controlling the air flow 
and people entering and exiting 
the space to ensure that the 
mice are not exposed to foreign 
bodies that might affect them or 
the research. 

Renovations to MMRL’s second 
and third floors are nearly 
complete. When finished they 
will provide state of the art 
laboratory space and a new 
vivarium that will be able to 
accommodate not just Dr. 
Kontaridis’ lab and research, 
but that of at least 10-12 other 
teams of scientists who will 
be relocating to MMRL in the 

coming months and years. 

Dr. Kontaridis’ lab should be 
fully moved and operational 
by July. So far, at least two 
additional teams of researchers 
will be moving into the new 
space around the same time. 
This publication will continue 
to highlight the work of MMRL 
researchers in every issue, to 
provide a better understanding 
of the important work being 
conducted there, and the ways 
in which you can support that 
groundbreaking and life-saving 
work. Together, working to 
understand the mechanisms 
that cause disease and allowing 
for more individualized 
approaches to therapeutic 
targeting, will lead to cures for 
these devastating ailments.

President’s Report

This coming year we will 
celebrate the Masonic Medical 
Research Laboratory’s 60th 
anniversary.

Anniversaries provide an 
opportunity to reflect and take 
stock of our accomplishments. 
As I look back on 2017, I am 
simply amazed at the changes 
that have occurred at MMRL.

Starting in January, we 
announced the Memorandum 
of Understanding with the 
Mohawk Valley Health System 
(MVHS). This partnership was a 
significant announcement for us 
because for the first time MMRL 

will occupy physical space in 
a hospital and it provides an 
unparalleled opportunity to 
bring clinical research together 
with the unique specialties of 
MMRL and to capitalize on each 
institution’s respective role in 
the healthcare system.

Last June at St. John’s Day, 
MMRL celebrated the kickoff 
of our major renovation of the 
second and third-floor lab space. 
It is the first major construction 
project at MMRL in over a 
decade, and it will provide our 
researchers with cutting age lab 
space that will rival any facility 
in the country.

The renovation will create 
6,800 square feet of updated 
laboratory space, open concept 
with modern laboratory 

(cont. on next page)
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modules similar to the genetics 
wing. Once completed, the 
new lab space will support 
over 40 new research jobs, 
many of which will be highly 
trained PhDs and post-doctoral 
students.

Further, it will allow us to 
transition from traditional 
electrophysiology to more 
innovative research that 
combines and coordinates 
electrophysiology with 
molecular biology, molecular 
genetics and iPS stem cells.

Over the summer, we welcomed 
local and international 
undergraduate students to our 
campus for the summer fellows 
program. For 60 years, MMRL 
has mentored and inspired 
talented undergraduates as 
they pursue careers in science, 
technology, engineering and 
math (STEM). To date, over 400 
students have participated in 
the MMRL Summer Fellowship 
Program, and have gone on to 
study at top Universities and 
Colleges such as Yale University 
School of Medicine and 
Vanderbilt University School of 
Medicine. Many Summer Fellow 
alumni continue to practice 
research and medicine across 
the country and around the 
world.

In November, we made the 
most important announcement 
in years when we welcomed 
Dr. Maria Kontaridis as our 
new Director of Research. As 
we noted in her appointment, 

she comes to us from Harvard 
Medical School, where she 
serves as an Associate Professor 
of Medicine, and the Director 
of the Basic Cardiovascular 
Research Program at Beth Israel 
Deaconess Medical Center 
(BIDMC), one of the nation’s 
preeminent academic medical 
centers.

Dr. Kontaridis is a tremendously 
talented scientist and innovative 
manager and we are confident 
that under her leadership MMRL 
will experience a period of 
growth unlike anything in its 
60-year history.

While we experienced so 
many highs in 2017, we also 
mourned two individuals who 
were instrumental in making 
the Laboratory what it is today. 
In February 2017, Emeritus 
Board Member R∴W∴ Dr. 
Sheldon D. Stachel of Brooklyn, 
NY passed away, followed by 
Emeritus Board Member, Past 
President and Chairman, R∴W∴ 
Dr. Anthony V. Boccabella of 
Summit, NJ in March. Their 
dedication to MMRL was an 
inspiration to all. I had the good 
fortune of working with both 
Brothers. Their commitment to 
MMRL was an inspiration, and 
they are deeply missed.

Serving as President of the 
Board has been an honor and 
a privilege. As I close out my 
second term in this office, I am 
humbled to have been a part of 
this organization. I am fortunate 
to serve with fourteen dedicated 

board members, whose faithful 
commitment to the Laboratory 
and its mission have ensured a 
bright and lasting future.

We are deeply appreciative of 
the continued support from 
our many Masonic and non-
Masonic entities including the 
Grand Chapter of the State of 
New York Royal Arch Masons, 
the Order of the Eastern Star, 
and many other appendant 
bodies of Freemasonry. We also 
thank the support of the Grand 
Jurisdictions of Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, Delaware, Rhode 
Island, Wisconsin, Florida, and 
New Jersey just to name a few.

I would be remiss if I did not 
acknowledge the leadership of 
our Grand Master M∴W∴  Jeffrey 
M. Williamson as well as our
Deputy Grand Master R∴W∴
William Sardone. They have
been tremendous and steadfast
supporters of MMRL. Both of
these leaders have gone above
and beyond supporting MMRL
and their efforts have allowed us
to achieve the successes of the
last year at this remarkable time
in our history of MMRL.

In navigating the path ahead, 
we cannot go far wrong if we 
keep in mind our mission: saving 
lives and improving the quality 
of life through medical research.
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Terri A. Cronin, Executive Assistant

County Executive Anthony Picente Hosts Reception Welcoming 
MMRL Director of Research Dr. Maria Kontaridis
Over 100 people gathered at the 
Yahnundasis Golf Club in New 
Hartford, NY in November to 
welcome Dr. Maria Kontaridis, 
the new Director of Research at 
the Masonic Medical Research 
Laboratory. 

The event, hosted by Oneida 
County Executive Anthony 
Picente featured MMRL 
board members and staff as 
well as members of the local 
Mohawk Valley community of 
cardiologists and Mohawk Valley 
Health System. 

Pictured L-R: R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss President MMRL Board of  
Directors; Dr. Maria Kontaridis Director of  Research, MMRL; and Anthony 
Picente, Oneida County Executive

Masonic Medical Research Laboratory Hires Executive Assistant

The Masonic Medical Research 
Laboratory (MMRL) recently 
hired Terri A. Cronin of New 
Hartford, NY as Executive 
Assistant to Dr. Maria Kontaridis, 
Director of Research. Cronin 
brings with her decades of 
experience as an Executive 
Assistant and will be responsible 
for managing the day-to-day 
affairs of the Director’s office. 

Before coming to MMRL, Cronin 
most recently worked in senior 
administrative positions at 
Lockheed Martin Corporation 
in Syracuse and Marietta, GA. 
She also held positions at the 
Cobb County School District in 
Georgia. 

Cronin provided administrative 
support to the first female 

president of Hamilton College 
and she is thrilled to have 
another opportunity to make 
history by supporting Dr. 
Kontaridis as the first female 
Director of Research at MMRL. 
“I see her taking this lab to 
places that it probably would 
have never gone without her 
leadership,” said Cronin. 

Being able to work for a 
research lab that focuses on 
cardiac studies means a great 
deal to Cronin as she lost her 
brother to a heart attack at the 
age of 49. “I’m very excited to 
learn about science and I don’t 
think I would have ever said that 
before,” she said. 

“Terri brings great experience 
and enthusiasm,” said Dr. Maria 

Kontaridis, Director of Research. 
“She will be a great addition 
to the team and will help me 
advance my ambitious goals for 
MMRL.” 
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Pictured L-R: Hallie Schneeweiss; R∴W∴ Alvaro Quiroga 
Vice President MMRL Board of Directors; Catherine 
Boccabella; R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss President 
MMRL Board of Directors; Dr. Maria Kontaridis Director 
of Research, MMRL; and Bro. John Zielinski, Chief 
Financial Officer MMRL

Pictured L-R: Hallie Schneeweiss; R∴W∴ Alvaro Quiroga 
Vice President MMRL Board of  Directors; Catherine 
Boccabella; and R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss President 
MMRL Board of  Directors

MMRL Memorializes Board Emeritus, R∴W∴ Dr. Anthony V. 
Boccabella
Members of the Board of Directors memorialized 
R∴W∴ Dr. Anthony Boccabella this fall by placing 
his name on the “Vine of Life” wall in the Royal 
Arch Mason wing at Masonic Medical Research 
Laboratory. The Vine of Life is an expression of 
deep affection and gratitude for members of 
our community who have achieved in-depth 
service to the medical welfare of humanity. In 

recognition of Bro. Boccabella’s service to the 
Board of the Directors, the Grand Lodge of New 
York, and Freemasonry, he was given this distinct 
award and honor In Memory. President R∴W∴ 
David F. Schneeweiss and Vice President R∴W∴ 
Alvaro F. Quiroga were happy to pay respect to Dr. 
Boccabella by presenting his wife Catherine with 
the award.
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MMRL Accepts Two Gifts from Downstate Lodges
MMRL Board of Directors and 
Director of Development Bro. 
Alex Simon were on hand 
to accept gifts from two 
downstate New York Lodges 
this past December. Medford 
Square Club of Riverhead, NY 
inducted three brothers into 

the Golden Heart Society at 
MMRL.  The award was made 
in Honor of R∴W∴ William 
McCauley, in Honor of V∴W∴ 
Kevin McCauley, in Memory 
of Bro. Anthony Gazzola. The 
Golden Heart Society is located 
in the Schneeweiss Family 

Lobby of MMRL and honors 
individuals and organizations 
who embrace the potential of 
medical research and seek to 
alleviate the burden of disease 
from humanity.

Pictured L-R: R∴W∴ C.F. William Maurer, Master of  Athelstane Lodge; Worshipful Seth Lee; Bro. Alex Simon, Director 
of  Development MMRL; and R∴W∴ Ronald Steiner, Secretary, Athelstane Lodge

Pictured L-R: R∴W∴ Paul Guerrero, 
MMRL Board of  Directors; R∴W∴ 
Alvaro Quiroga, Vice President 
MMRL Board of  Directors; V∴W∴ 
Kevin McCauley, Medford Square 
Club; and Bro. Alex Simon, Director 
of  Development MMRL



Masonic Medical Research Laboratory Named Business of the Year 
by the Greater Utica Chamber of Commerce 

In November, the Greater 
Utica Chamber of Commerce 
recognized the Masonic Medical 
Research Laboratory (MMRL) as 
the 2017 Business of the Year 
in the not-for-profit with 50 
employees or fewer category. 
Staff from MMRL accepted the 

award at the Chamber luncheon 
at Hart’s Hill Inn in Whitesboro. 

“We are extremely honored to 
receive this award,” said R∴W∴ 
David F. Schneeweiss, President, 
Board of Directors, MMRL. 
“MMRL has been a part of Utica 

and the Mohawk Valley for 60 
years, and during that time 
we have made major scientific 
breakthroughs and trained 
hundreds of scientists. It is very 
gratifying to be recognized for 
our work and our contributions 
to the community.”

Pictured L-R: Tabitha Carrier, Research Assistant; Susan Bartowiak, Grants Administrator; Sarah Kulas, HIPPA 
Compliance Coordinator; Ryan Pfeiffer, Supervisor of  Molecular Genetics; R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss, President 
MMRL Board of  Directors; Hallie Schneeweiss; Bro. Alex Simon Director of  Development; Sharon Swan; and R∴W∴ 
James D. Swan, MMRL Board of  Directors

Looking for more updates? Like us on Facebook at 
facebook.com/MasonicMedicalResearchLaboratory 
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