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Christine Joy “CJ” Escobar, a native of the Philippines, and Catherine Zuzarte, a
first-generation Pakistani-American, often feel torn between the lands of their
parents and their American community.
At Baltimore’s Mercy High School, however, they always felt at home.
Both young women donned uniform blazers with lapels filled with pins, signifying
various activities and awards. Along with Ashley Wagner, both were named as
Mercy’s Archdiocese of Baltimore Distinctive Scholars.
Zuzarte, the daughter of Christine and Edward Zuzarte, is a parishioner of St.
Joseph in Fullerton. Born in South Carolina, she moved to Baltimore at age 1. She is
headed to the University of Maryland in College Park, to study physiology and
neurobiology, with plans to attend medical school.
Escobar, the daughter of Clara and Rolando Escobar, was 5 when she moved to the
United States from Cebu, Philippines. A parishioner of Sacred Heart in Glyndon, she
plans to study computer science and music composition at the University of
Maryland Baltimore County.
Zuzarte, who served as senior class president, said she sometimes feels
disconnected as a first-generation American. Her parents, for instance, speak Urdu;
she does not.
It requires “a weird balance between two cultures,” said Zuzarte, who participated
in Mercy’s First Generation Club.
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Escobar, meanwhile, said, “I do experience culture shock,” both in the Philippines
and in this country. Things such as food and language make her feel different though
she finds Filipino food can be a comfort, too. “It’s nice to have a little home here,”
she said.
Faith provides another connection, added Escobar: “It reminds me that I can still be
myself even when people are not like me.”
Zuzarte knows high school students can sometimes be rude to people who seem
different – but not at Mercy.
“Everyone’s accepting of (different) cultures around here,” she said.
Escobar selected Mercy sight unseen after Catholic High School Night at her parish
school in Glyndon.
“I never even had stepped on campus. I already felt a very welcoming atmosphere,”
she said.
“One of the core values of the Sisters of Mercy and of Mercy High School is
hospitality, so we make every effort to welcome all students and families,” said Tess
Veloso, Mercy’s director of communications. “If CJ and Catherine felt welcomed it
wasn’t because they were singled out, it was a genuine response on the part of the
Mercy community.”
Escobar found her place in music. A voice, piano and guitar student, she participated
in the Madrigals and the Ensemble Players. “That’s one of the places I felt the most
unity,” she said.
“The quality about CJ that I noticed the most is loyalty,” said Eugene Sung, math and
music teacher, who praised her commitment to the Ensemble Players. “Most of our

Updated June 24, 2017 | PRINTED May 27, 2019

ARCHDIOCESE OF BALTIMORE

rehearsals take
place before school (starting at 7:15 a.m.), and it was very rare that CJ would miss
an early morning practice.”
Zuzarte ran indoor and outdoor track all four years and cross country as a junior and
senior, captaining all three teams.
“We got really close,” she said of her athletic teammates.
In the Women in Medicine program with Mercy Medical Center, Zuzarte’s project
focused on destroying the stigma of mental illness.
“Catherine is a natural leader taking on numerous roles within her class and within
the school. Her peers gravitate to her, especially enjoying her kind spirit and loving
soul,” said Nancy Uryasz, science department chair.
“What I am going to miss most,” Zuzarte said of Mercy High, “is the relationships
I’ve made with my friends and teachers, and the support that they give me to keep
going even when times get hard.”
“What I will miss the most about Mercy,” Escobar said, “is definitely the community.
The hospitality and sense of belonging is what first brought me to the school.”
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