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Arriving at MMRI in December 
of 2019, Dr. Aromolaran has 
been focusing on how obesity 
and diabetes predispose 
patients to cardiac arrhythmias. 
Dr. Aromolaran has a keen 
interest in understanding why 
patients develop abnormal 
electrocardiograms (ECGs) — 
tests that measure the electrical 
activity of the heart; the heartbeat.  
His primary focus has been on the 
potassium (K+) channel, which 
allows the body to regulate the 
amount of dietary potassium 
in the blood. While there are 
numerous reasons why one can 
have an abnormal heartbeat, Dr. 
Aromolaran’s focus resides on the 
relationship between the ECG and 
diet.

Dr. Ademuyiwa Aromolaran researches link between diet and irregular ECG

As the Masonic Medical Research 
Institute (MMRI) has expanded 
its scope of research, so has its 
laboratory space, equipment, 
and most importantly, its pool of 
talented individuals. The MMRI 
therefore proudly welcomes 
Dr. Ademuyiwa Aromolaran, 
an Assistant Professor of 
Cardiovascular Medicine, as part 
of our Diabetes and Obesity 
Program initiative. It is a rarity for 
a scientist to pair as perfectly with 
the mission and interest of an 
institute as he does. “For the most 
part, you find departments that do 
something completely different 
and you’re hoping that they’ll be 
interested in what you’re doing” 
said Dr. Aromolaran, “Here, I found 
a perfect match.”
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Dr. Aromolaran measures 
changes in K+ currents using 
animal heart cells that have 
been made to express the same 
genetic mutations as patients 
who suffer from sudden cardiac 
death. Typically, this is observed 
most often in otherwise healthy, 
athletic individuals; only through 
genetic testing does one find 
these deleterious mutations in 
the ion channels of the heart. 
“Just one-point mutation — it’s 
amazing — prevents the heart 
from functioning normally,” says 
Dr. Aromolaran. “Unfortunately, 
sometimes this is not discovered 
until it is too late.  Our job is to 
try to identify these patients 
beforehand and determine 
how we can prevent them from 
developing a cardiac event.”

In this regard, Dr. Aromolaran’s 
research also shows that many 
obese and diabetic patients 
experience dangerous irregular 
heartbeats, similar to those with 
cardiac genetic mutations. His 
hypothesis is that what we eat 
impacts our heartbeat.  It can 
either stay normal (in rhythm) 
or become irregular. Specifically, 
Dr. Aromolaran’s experiments 
focus on developing a complete 
understanding of the underlying 
causes of the irregular heartbeat 
as a consequence of diet, in order 
to help create more effective 
treatments and determine 
potential cures to prevent the 
formation of arrhythmias and 
sudden cardiac death. Specifically, 
Dr. Aromolaran’s experiments 
focus on the guinea pig model 
and how high-fat, low-fat, diets 
rich in palmitic or oleic acid, or a 

combination thereof, determine 
effects on the electrical activity 
of the heart. He hypothesizes 
that palmitic acid, which is a 
bad fat and a major component 
of high-fat diets, and oleic 
acid, which is a good fat that 
corresponds to a low-fat diet, 
are major players in how dietary 
intake contributes to a normal 
vs. irregular heartbeat.   He 
postulates that diabetes affects 
heartbeat through an alteration 
in K+ channels.

Born in Nigeria, Dr. Aromolaran 
moved to England and received 
his Bachelor of Science Degree 
in Pharmacology at King’s 
College and his Ph.D. at St. 
George’s University of London. 
It was during this time that 
he developed his interest in 
ion channels and electrical 
activity of the heart. In pursuit 
of these interests, he came to 
the US where he continued 
his research as a postdoctoral 
fellow at Loyola University in 
Chicago and as a junior faculty 
at Columbia University in NYC.  
Before joining the MMRI team, 
Dr. Aromolaran was an Assistant 
Professor at the State University 
of New York Downstate. He 
has published his research in 
numerous scientific journals and 
has been funded by both the 
American Heart Association and 
the National Institutes of Health. 
Most recently, Dr. Aromolaran 
was recognized as Fellow of the 
Heart Rhythm Society (FHRS) 
and Fellow of the American 
Heart Association (FAHA).

At MMRI, Dr. Aromolaran plans to

continue his research and expand 
his work to focus on developing 
an inducible pluripotent stem cell 
(iPSC)-derived cardiomyocyte 
model, capable of examining 
his research questions in a 
humanized cell culture model 
system. “MMRI’s stem cell 
program is one of the advantages 
of being here. I’m taking 
advantage of this and trying to 
develop new ideas in moving 
my research forward,” says Dr. 
Aromolaran.  While numerous 
questions pertaining to this field 
remain unresolved, the resources 
at MMRI in conjunction with Dr. 
Aromolaran’s expertise indicate 
there is potential for finding 
answers soon. He believes 
we must strive to generate 
meaningful results from our 
research, in an effort to develop 
the dietary and therapeutic 
interventions necessary to help 
improve the lives of diabetic and 
cardiac disease patients.

“The main thing is that I enjoy 
my science and my research. 
Research is hard and doesn’t 
always work (the first time). 
However, I enjoy the process. 
More importantly, you need 
support. This is what I think I have 
now with Dr. Kontaridis and the 
entire MMRI team.”

To read more about Dr. 
Aromolaran’s work, check out 
his published works listed on the 
MMRI website: 

mmri.edu/aromolaran-lab/
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MMRI Receives 1.2 Million Dollar Grant at REDC Awards 
On December 19, 2019, the Masonic 
Medical Research Institute (MMRI) 
attended The Regional Economic 
Development Council’s (REDC) 
awards ceremony. The Institute 
was awarded a 1.2-million-dollar 
grant that will allow them to enter 
phase three of their multi-year 
renovation project. “We thank the 
REDC for making this opportunity 
a reality. It is due to the generosity 
of the state and our numerous 
supporters that MMRI can continue 
to grow and further benefit the 
field of medical research. We are 
excited to begin the next round 
of renovations, which will better 
help serve the ground-breaking 
research of MMRI’s talented 
faculty” said Dr. Maria Kontaridis, 
MMRI Director of Research and 
Gordon K. Moe Professor and 
Chair of Biomedical Research and 
Translational Medicine.

This grant will enable MMRI to 
add another 5,070 square feet of 
laboratory space and acquire state-
of-the-art scientific equipment. The 
addition of more space, means the 
possibility of more jobs. As MMRI 
continues to flourish, the number 
of talented faculty and staff can 
expect to remain on the rise. 
Within the past two years alone, 
the Institute has seen an increase 
of more than 25 employees. “This 
third phase of renovation adds 
to an already committed Phase 
I and II, totaling 17,000 square 
feet of renovation,” said Dr. Jason 
McCarthy, Associate Professor 
of Cardiovascular Medicine and 
Scientific Operations Manager at 
MMRI.

According to their website, the

REDC “is a key component of  
Governor Andrew M. Cuomo’s 
transformative approach to 
State investment and economic 
development.” The theory behind 
the council is to aid in job creation 
and community development to 
better improve the overall quality 
throughout New York State. By 
evaluating each region’s strategic 
plan, the REDC supports projects 
that will positively impact and assist 
the mission of the geographic area. 
“We are honored to be recognized 
by our community. While also 
assisting us in our expansion 
efforts, this award helps further 
our mission to promote S.T.E.M. 
and scientific research programs in 
the Upstate New York region,” said 
Susan Bartkowiak, Interim Director 
of Administration and Grants 
Administrator at MMRI.

The award was accepted by Susan  
Bartkowiak, Dr. Maria Kontaridis, 
Dr. Jason McCarthy, Anthony Cucci,

Dr.   Ademuyiwa Aromolaran 
and Kayliegh Caruso at the 2019 
R.E.D.C. Awards in Albany, New 
York. This year marked the 9th 
Annual Award ceremony, with 
a total of 750 million dollars 
awarded throughout the state, 
geared towards economic 
development.

(Pictured left to right): Susan Bartkowiak, Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Dr. Jason McCarthy, 
Anthony Cucci and Dr. Ademuyiwa Aromolaran at the 2019 R.E.D.C. Awards

dstiles@mmri.edu

315.272.6562

Cornerstone Society

Thoughtful planned gifts 
such as a bequest in a will or 
trust, retirement plan named 
beneficiaries, charitable gift 
annuities and others, demonstrate 
an outstanding commitment on 
the part of our supporters to the 
future of our excellent scientific 
research. To find out more, please 
reach out to David Stiles, Senior 
Director of Major & Principle Gifts.
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A Gala to Benefit Autism Research at MMRI

MMRI Board of Directors and their ladies get dressed up to raise funds 
for Autism Research with Dr. Maria Kontaridis and Susan Bartkowiak.

At MMRI, we are committed to 
developing research programs 
designed to combat a myriad of 
devastating diseases. Dr. Gulhan 
Ercan-Sencicek, Ph.D. is an 
established geneticist working to 
understand the causes of Autism 
Spectrum Disorders, a group of 
neurological and developmental 
disorders that affect how a person 
communicates, interacts and learns.  
According to the Centers for Disease 
Control (CDC), Autism affects nearly 
one in every 59 children in the United 
States. Therefore, “by studying the 
roles of genes that are associated 
with autism, we can leverage this 
information to potentially develop 
the therapeutics” said Dr. Ercan-
Sencicek.

This February, the Abravanel 
Foundation in conjunction with the 
Grand Lodge of the State of New 
York of Free and Accepted Masons 
hosted an Autism Benefit Gala in 
support of autism research at MMRI. 
The event was held at the Grand 
Lodge in New York City on February 
3 and raised approximately $23,000. 
Vito Torcolese, a fellow Mason from 
Herder Lodge #698, donated $5,000 
to the Institute from his company, 
Vortech Mechanical Corporation, 
in addition to donating back his 
winnings from the 50/50 raffle. The 
autism cause resonates with Vito 
because of his young daughter’s lack 
of communication skills. He saw this 
as the perfect opportunity to help 
other kids like her, and further spread 
the message of autism awareness 
and research. Through this unity 
of Masons, the research at MMRI 
can not only continue, but further 
branch into mature and state-of-
the-art procedures serving to propel 
capabilities and accelerate results.

(Pictured left to right): Susan Bartkowiak, Interim Director of Administration; 
R:.W:. Pat Imbimbo, MMRI Board of Directors Member; Maria Kontaridis, 
Ph.D., Director of Research; Gulhan Ercan-Sencicek, Ph.D., Instructor. 

MMRI Board of Directors President, R:.W:. Alvaro Quiroga, accepting donations 
on behalf of MMRI, with M:.W:. William Sardone, Grand Master of Masons in the 
State of New York, and Bro. Benjamin Holzer, member of the Abravanel Lodge.



Dear MMRI Supporters:
 
This is indeed an unprecedented time in our
history, and certainly one that none of us have
ever faced before in our lifetimes. On behalf of
the Masonic Medical Research Institute
(MMRI), the President of the Board, 
R∴W∴ Alvaro Quiroga, and the Chairman of
the Board, R∴W∴ David Schneeweiss, we
hope that you are keeping safe and staying
healthy. I want to personally convey my
gratitude for your continuous support of the
MMRI. I also want to take this time to say thank
you to so many of you for your expressed
interest and questions about how the MMRI is
helping in the fight against COVID-19.
Therefore, we want to share with you MMRI’s
current role in helping humanity combat this
pandemic.
 
First, MMRI has reached out to local and state
officials to help support the efforts to “flatten
the curve” and reduce the number of infected
individuals in our region. Overall, it is a team
fight against the COVID-19 infection and the
MMRI staff is doing their level best to 

positively contribute. We are eager, willing and
will do what is necessary to assist with
whatever is asked of us. In this regard, we have
been asked to stand ready to assess the validity
of locally procured COVID19 test kits using our
on-hand equipment. In addition, we may also
be able to assist by becoming a state testing lab
for COVID-19 antibodies. By providing
scientific data on novel strategies and
therapies to lessen the burden of infection, we
hope our informed suggestions will help local
officials and physicians better manage their
patients, reduce the deleterious effects of
COVID-19, and help us all get our lives back to
normal sooner. 
 
Second, our staff has been busy sewing masks
and hair bonnets for medical and emergency
 
 

TOGETHER
W E  C A N
OVERCOME



personnel; I’d like to give special thanks to
Ryan Pfeiffer, Mayurika Desai, and Dr.
Saravanakkumar Chennappan for leading these
efforts. We have also amassed PPE to
distribute to the Masonic Care Community to
help their efforts in keeping our residents safe
from this outbreak; a special thank you to 
 R∴W∴ David Schneeweiss for providing N95
masks in this harrowing time.
 
Third, and most importantly, the MMRI is
actively pursuing COVID-19 related research.
While we are not equipped to work directly on
“live” infectious viruses (as we are not a
biosafety level 3 laboratory and because we
reside on a care community campus), the
institute has been actively focused on
combating this disease more indirectly using a
multi-pronged research approach. MMRI is
working tirelessly to understand the
mechanisms by which COVID-19 worsens both
cardiac and pulmonary functions, seeks to
identify potential novel therapeutic targets for
use in treating patients with the disease, and
importantly, is aiming to understand the
potential long-term consequences on lung and
heart in patients who are recovering from this
disease.
 
Dr. Nate Tucker is focused on addressing the
critical knowledge gap between the
relationship of COVID-19 and the development
of myocarditis, a rapidly progressing
inflammation of the heart. The risk appears to
be particularly high in those with pre-existing
heart conditions. Indeed, some of Dr.  Tucker’s
findings on this front have already resulted in
a manuscript that he has submitted for
publication in a top-tier journal.
 
We also know that the virus has a direct
impact on lung and heart functions, and likely
causes significant scarring of these tissues, 
 

termed fibrosis, in recovering patients. Drs.
Jason McCarthy and Chase Kessinger are
investigating ways in which they can lessen
this damage to the lungs, and together with my
lab, the three of us will be directly evaluating
the molecular signaling pathways that underlie
the development of fibrosis in both the lung
and heart of patients infected with COVID-19.
 
Finally, we are interested in understanding the
cellular and inflammatory signaling responses
associated with this disease; Drs. Zhiqiang Lin
and Sathya Unudurthi will be heading these
investigations.
 
This pandemic is fast moving, and we are
attempting to move this research forward as
rapidly as possible. We want to say thank you
to all of you, our donors, supporters, and
community, for the continued support of the
MMRI and our COVID-19 research efforts. We
could not do what we do without you.
Together, we can make all the difference and
we will beat this invisible enemy. Should you
have any questions or if you would like to
reach out to MMRI directly for more
information or for much needed pledges or
donations, please do not hesitate to contact us.
 
 
Best wishes,
 
 
 
 Maria I. Kontaridis, Ph.D.
Director of Research
Gordon K. Moe Professor and Chair of
Biomedical Research and Translational
Medicine
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Postdoctoral Fellowship Award Goes to Yan Sun, Ph.D.

The Masonic Medical Research 
Institute (MMRI) proudly celebrates 
Postdoctoral Fellow, Dr. Yan Sun, 
on her achievement in winning 
the Halfond-Weil Postdoctoral 
Fellowship for the year 2020. 
Sponsored by the 8th Manhattan 
District Lodge of the Grand Lodge 
of Free and Accepted Masons of the 
State of New York, this is the first 
year of distribution for this grant 
and is expected to be awarded 
annually to a top-talented research 
fellow at the MMRI. “I express my 
sincere gratitude for the generosity 
of the MMRI Halfond-Weil 
postdoctoral fellowship and my 
heartfelt thanks to Dr. Kontaridis, 
my Principal Investigator, for giving 
me the opportunity to work on this 
promising project. She has been so 
supportive and encouraging since 
switching my research field from 
botany to molecular biology. I am 
also deeply thankful to my former 
professor Dr. Qu, for all the support 
he has provided me in my Ph.D.

training” said Dr. Sun.

The Halfond-Weil Postdoctoral 
Fellowship is an internal, 
competitive fellowship among 
MMRI postdoctoral fellows. In 
order to be considered, the fellows 
submit a proposal about their 
research, accompanied by letters 
of reference and various other 
statements concerning their work. 
The grant total is $50,000 for one 
year to help support salary and 
project materials for the project. 
Yan Sun was selected as the 
recipient of the award among five 
other postdoctoral applicants.

After graduating from Peking 
University, China, in 2018, Dr. 
Sun joined the MMRI team as a 
Postdoctoral fellow. While her Ph.D. 
research was centered on Botany 
and the embryo development 
of Arabidopsis thaliana (a small 
flowering plant native to Eurasia 
and Africa), her work at MMRI has

primarily focused on assisting 
Dr. Kontaridis’ obesity and 
diabetes research program. Her 
research proposal is focused on 
discovering how insulin resistance 
in the heart tissue can affect global 
metabolic rates. She hopes that 
this investigation will provide a 
path to reducing deaths related to 
diabetes and obesity.

“Yan has been an incredible 
addition to the MMRI team, 
bringing fresh ideas and talents, 
as well as a positive, up-beat 
disposition. Her research is focused 
on an important discovery, that 
the heart may be involved in the 
mechanisms that lead to obesity 
and development of diabetes. We 
hope that this will lead to a novel 
therapeutic in the near future,” 
said Dr. Kontaridis, “we are proud 
of Yan and all the work she has 
done so far in this project.”  Dr. Sun 
attended the “Diabetes: Glucose 
Control and Beyond” conference in 
Santa Fe, New Mexico on January 
27-30, 2020, where she presented 
her exciting research to a national 
scientific audience.

MMRI’s Postdoctoral Fellow, Dr. Yan Sun wins the Halfond-Weil Postdoctoral Fellowship for 
the year 2020.

Let’s Connect!

http://www.mmri.edu

/MasonicMedicalResearch
Institute

@Masonic_Medical

Linkedin.com/company/
masonic-medical-
research-laboratory

@MasonicResearch
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(cont. on next page)

Masonic Medical Research Institute Welcomes New Staff

Yunan Gao officially joined MMRI as a Visiting Scholar for the 2020 year. Yunan is a 
clinical doctor from China who focuses on cardiology and treats patients with heart 
or vessel diseases like acute MI, heart failure, arrhythmia, aortic dissection and more. 
Yunan will be collaborating with Dr. Zhiqiang Lin and his lab, where her expertise 
in cardiology and clinical research will be utilized. She holds a Master’s degree from 
Jilin University and a Doctorate from Harbin Medical University. Dr. Gao heard of 
the MMRI from a friend who recommended coming here to further her research 
experience.  She believes MMRI can teach her the basic science skills and advanced 
technological procedures she needs to help start and facilitate her own research 
program in the near future.

Yunan Gao, Ph.D. 
Visiting Scholar

Sathya Dev Unudurthi, Ph.D.
Instructor

Sathya Dev Unudurthi, Ph.D. joined MMRI as an Instructor of Cardiovascular Medicine 
in March. Sathya earned his Ph.D. in Biological Sciences from the National University 
of Singapore. His Ph.D. focused on chemical biology and drug design, where he 
designed peptide-based drug candidates to treat celiac disease. From Singapore, 
Sathya moved to Columbus, OH where he worked as a postdoctoral researcher and 
eventually as a research scientist at Davis Heart and Lung Research Institute at Ohio 
State University. “I chose to be a part of MMRI because of the visionary leadership, 
excellent infrastructure and collaborative research environment” said Sathya. 

Nate Tucker, Ph.D. 
Assistant Professor

Dr. Nate Tucker joined the MMRI in March as an Assistant Professor.  His research 
is focused on understanding the genetic basis of cardiovascular disease risk 
using single cell sequencing technologies.  Prior to the present appointment, 
Dr. Tucker served as a project team lead in the Precision Cardiology Laboratory 
at the Broad Institute of MIT and Harvard. He also served as an Instructor of 
Medicine at Massachusetts General Hospital and Harvard Medical School. Prior to 
joining the Broad Institute in 2016, he served as a postdoctoral research fellow 
at Massachusetts General Hospital and holds a Ph.D. in cell biology and genetics 
from Washington State University and a B.S. in biology from Syracuse University.

Conference of Grand Masters in North America
In February, MMRI’s Director of 
Research, Dr. Maria Kontaridis, 
President of the Board of Directors,  
Alvaro Quiroga, and Assistant 
Director of Development, Anthony 
Cucci, attended the Conference of 
Grand Masters in North America, 
held in Louisville, KY.  The

conference brings together 
Grand Masters from the 50 United 
States, the Canadian provinces, 
Mexico and numerous others from 
international grand lodges and 
international concordant bodies. 
Once a year, Grand Masters meet 
to discuss Masonic ideas and the

present state of affairs. For the first 
time, MMRI was alloted 45 minutes 
to speak to those in attendance, 
and Dr. Kontaridis was invited 
as a guest speaker at the Ladies 
Luncheon that hosted 130 ladies. 
With 900 people registered for the 
event, it was a perfect opportunity
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a part of the fraternity for 50 or 
more years, and to welcome new 
Masons into the Brotherhood. The 
event was a welcomed reprise 
from the cold New York winter, 
and an opportunity to share 
the message of the MMRI, while 
bonding with fellow brothers.

The MMRI Development team 
journeyed down to Florida in 
January, for the Sojourners event. 
Each year, the Grand Lodge of NY, 
the MMRI and the Masonic Care 
Community (MCC) get together to 
share news with New York Masons 
living in Florida. Assistant Director 
of Development, Anthony Cucci, 
spoke at a series of events and 
showcased the new MMRI video. 
One of the traditions of Sojourners 
is to honor Masons who have been

Soujourners

(Right): MMRI’s Assistant Director of 
Development, Bro. Anthony Cucci spoke 
at the Sojourners event and premiered 
MMRI’s new video.

acucci@mmri.edu

315.624.7492

Lodge Presentations 

MMRI’s Assistant Director of 
Development, Bro. Anthony Cucci 
has been traveling around the state 
giving informational presentations 
about the cutting-edge research 
being done at MMRI. 

If you are interested in having MMRI 
visit your next meeting, please 
reach out to Bro. Anthony Cucci.

to expand the scope of MMRI 
recognition, and we are proud to 
have received a donation from 
the Grand Lodge of Connecticut.

(Left): Director of Research, Maria 
Kontaridis, Ph.D. presented to a packed 
house at the Ladies Luncheon. 

(Above): Board of Directors President, 
R:.W:. Alvaro Quiroga receives a generous 
donation from the Grand Lodge of 
Connecticut.

Presenting with MMRI: Testimonials

Mario Delmar, M.D., Ph.D., visited MMRI in February, and is the Patricia M. and Robert 
H. Martinsen Professor of Cardiology at New York University School of Medicine.

“The MMRI impresses me with all the changes, renovations and the modernization within 
such a short period of time. I love coming back here.”

Mark Sussman, Ph.D., visited MMRI in March, from San Diego State University Heart 
Institute, where he works as a professor of biology.

“The MMRI went from being obscure to a world class, internationally recognized institute 
that’s only going to get better from here.”
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