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By ILENE NECHAMKIN 

The Rev. Dr. Larry Kalajainen, the new 
senior minister of the Scarsdale Congrega-
tional Church, UCC, delivered his first ser-
mon, “Celebrating Our Dependence,” last 
Sunday. “It coincided with the July 4 holiday 
and the way we prize national and personal 
independence,” he said during an interview 
Tuesday afternoon at the church. “Yet we 
are all deeply dependent and interdependent 
upon each other.” 

He sat in his freshly painted office, fur-
nished with a computer table facing the far 
corner, and dominated by a round table with 
several chairs. Notably missing was a large 
executive style desk. “It’s only my third day 
here,” he said, motioning to the cartons of 
unpacked books on the floor. “I’m getting 
another shelf.”

Kalajainen is still “getting to know the 
community and my congregation,” which 
he described as “bright, intelligent and out-
ward looking.” He’s still determining just 
how to expand the church’s programs and 
its engagement with the community. But 
the themes of his sermon, connecting with 
others, furthering the public good, while 
creating a genuinely caring community in a 
fragmented, morally deteriorating world will 
likely resound throughout his ministry.  

“People who go to church really want to be 
there,” he said. “You can’t count on anyone 
just turning up because it’s the thing to do.” 
Waning church membership, he explained, 
began in the late ’60s or early ’70s, “the end 
of the Ozzie and Harriet era,” when routine 
church attendance was the “respectable thing 
to do.”

Nowadays, “a lot depends on what they 
find there, what kind of welcome, whether 
the church is open and hospitable or just a 
closed club. As long as I’m here, it won’t be 
a closed club.”

“People come to church for a variety of 
reasons,” he explained. “It could be the mu-
sic, the sermon — or in spite of the sermon 
— or a need for a ritual connection to that 
which is greater to themselves. Or they go to 
a social place, where they can form friend-
ships.” The church exists to shape them into 
a community of spirit, where they feel em-
bedded, responsible and accountable to each 
other. “There are lots of lonely people out 
there, and we serve them, too,” he said.

“And, on a theological level, the church is 
a community of reconciliation, at all levels, 
between people and one another. And we’re 
also working for the reconciliation of the 
world, overcoming the distance between our-
selves and the divine. If the church is not a 
healing place to be, if it’s not a healing place 
for others, if we’re not reaching out, there’s 
not much purpose. It’s not a social club.” 

Strengthening families
Kalajainen, a graduate of the University of 

Pittsburgh, holds a master of divinity from 
Asbury Theological Seminary, a master of 
theology from Princeton Theological Semi-
nary, and a Ph.D. in the New Testament and 
early Christianity from Drew University. An 
ordained minister for 37 years, he most re-
cently served as senior minister of the First 
Parish Church in Brunswick, Maine. He 
also spent almost 10 years as senior pastor 
of the American Church in Paris, 16 years at 
several churches in New Jersey, and was a 
mission pastor of a Chinese congregation in 
Malaysia for another six years.

He follows the Rev. Harry Taylor, interim 
minister, who served after the retirement 
of the Rev. Phillip Washburn in 2007. The 
interim during the search for a permanent 
replacement, he said, functions to prepare 
the congregation for a change in leadership: 
“They speak highly of Phil Washburn, but 

now they’re ready for something new. That 
testifies to something about the interim. I get 
a sense of energy, that they’re raring to go.” 

Search committee chairman Lucy Pullen 
Werner said, “In the rigorous search pro-
cess by a committee whose life experiences 
span seven decades, Larry emerged as just 
the right choice to meet the goals identified 
by the congregation. He proved to be as de-
lightful at the dinner table as he is inspira-
tional from the pulpit. He translates his own 
knowledge of the Bible and of the world into 
themes relevant to the issues each of us face. 
He relates well with gray-haired folks like me 
and kids the age of his 3 ½-year-old grand-
son. We are blessed and are looking forward 
to introducing him to mid-Westchester and 
mid-Westchester to him.”

Kalajainen said he had received a profile 
of the congregation that was compiled from 
discussions at many cottage meetings, listing 
its, and by extension, his, priorities. “One I 
know is to expand our mission to families 
with children and youth. We have a nursery 
school at the church. We have a fair number 
of families with young children, not neces-
sarily young families, but parents who had 
children in their late 30s, early 40s, unlike a 
mainline Protestant church, where 50 or 60 
percent of the congregation is over 65, and 
has different priorities like the care and ser-
vice of the elderly.”

“We’ll find what kinds of programs we 
can offer that will enrich their lives and 
strengthen their families. It’s a place to start 
talking,” he said.

The 350 members of the church come 
from diverse backgrounds and religions, and 
include intermarried couples. “We will find 
ways to serve them,” he promised.

Varied experience
Kalajainen’s congregation in Paris served 

the English speaking community of expats, 
diplomats and students. In 1994, he said, 
only 8 percent remained in France lon-
ger than six or seven years, a number that 
jumped to 30 percent by the time he left, 
partly due to the immigration from West 
African countries during civil wars. 

“They came as refugees”, he said, and 
“became a permanent part of the congrega-
tion.” He said the number of Franco-Amer-
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 einventing yourself is some-
thing many women find them-
selves doing at least once in 

their lives. Jane Bell, owner of Jane Bell Interi-
ors in Scarsdale, where she also lives, has done 
it several times. And, like the ballerina she first 
trained to be, she has taken on every new role 
with style and grace.

Bell was brought up in Manhattan with a 
view of Washington Square Park — her mom 
was on the faculty at NYU — and a passion 
for ballet. By the time she was a teenager, she 
was training at the School of American Ballet 
at Juilliard six days a week, dancing all the chil-
dren’s and teenage roles.

“Then, when I was 17, I grew 4 inches and I 
was too tall to work with any of the men,” she 
said. “I was crushed. So I went over to Joffrey, 
which was a little more of an edgy company.” 
But at over 6 feet tall when she was en pointe, 
she knew she was just too tall to win the plum 
roles in the super-competitive world of New 
York ballet. The curtain came down on her bal-
let career.

She may have been too tall to be a top bal-
lerina, but all that work wasn’t for nothing. Bell 
entered a profession that not only accepted her 
height, but required it: international runway 
modeling. She also appeared in TV commer-
cials where her dance background was an asset. 
But the grueling hours of practice were over.

“I went from years of rigid training to this 
fun world of commercials, and going to Milan, 
Tokyo, Paris,” she said. “Then, my parents basi-
cally said, ‘You have to find something real to 
do with your life.’”

Act III took Bell in another, completely new 
direction, one that allowed her to build on 
other important experiences she had had while 
growing up: “My dad was in the hotel business 
and I had traveled extensively and had been ex-
posed to designers and architects. I decided I 
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Jane Bell took an interesting path to get where she is today, now a mother and owner 
of Jane Bell Interiors.Continued on page 2



wanted to pursue a career in interior design.”
She liked to sketch and knew how to draw 

a floor plan, so she created a portfolio of 
drawings and floor plans based on some of 
the favorite places she had visited. She was 
admitted to Fashion Institute of Technology, 
where she spent some of the toughest four 
years she had experienced yet.

“I thought my dancing was hard, but dur-
ing those four years, I never went out,” Bell 
said. “Two hundred of us started and only 20 
of us graduated.”

In 1988, during her last year at FIT, the 
28-year-old fledgling designer won a na-
tional competition that launched her career. 
She and another student won a slot designing 
a series of former servants’ rooms in a show 
house in Greenwich, at the old Gimbel es-
tate. The two young designers were the only 
student decorators creating rooms for the 
show house, which included rooms by New 
York design stars such as Mario Buatta.

“We borrowed antiques, asked decorative 
painters to work for us, and we created this 
beautiful series of rooms,” she said.

Many job offers followed, but Bell decided 
she would start her own business. “I jumped 
into it myself and had a couple of tough 
years,” she said. At first, she didn’t know 
much about contracts, bills and all the other 
financial details involved in running an in-
terior design business. But she learned, and 
soon had many clients.

Little did Bell know it, but she’d soon be 
appearing in one of the most important roles 
of her life: “I had my business going for three 
years when I became engaged. And then, a 
year later, my husband [James Cammarata, a 
software developer at IBM] had the opportu-
nity to move to Paris for his job. So I closed 
up my business in the city and left, and we 
had our son, Alexander, while in Paris.”

Bell had spent a summer in Paris through 
Parsons School of Design and jumped at the 
idea of returning there.

“I had the most amazing experience,” she 
said. “I loved Paris, and I went and saw deco-
rative art museums, homes and chateaux. 
I had the best two years not working, just 
soaking up French design.”

Returning from Paris, the family decided 
to move to Scarsdale instead of re-establish-
ing themselves in the city. 

“We thought we’d try the suburbs for a 
year and we rented a house,” Bell said. “We 
came in the winter of 1996, and there was a 
huge blizzard with 3 feet of snow. I wasn’t 
much of a driver because I had only lived in 
New York and Paris, and I felt so isolated.”

When her daughter, Sarah, was born that 
spring, Bell began to join local parents’ 
groups and started to feel comfortable with 
the idea of staying in suburbia. The family 
bought a house and put down roots in Scars-
dale. “Now we love it,” she said.

Bell started working part time when her 
children were very young (a third child, 
Sophie, followed Sarah four years later), 
gradually building a base of clients that now 
includes everything from Manhattan pieds-
a-terre to large Westchester houses. Her de-
sign studio is on the third floor of her house, 
but she spends much of her work time meet-
ing with clients and shopping the market.

She decided early on that she would limit 
the hours she worked while her kids were 
young.

“I had a person who helped me with the 
children one day a week. I knew if I had 
someone full time I would work full time, 
so I had someone helping me one day a week 
when I would work till 7 p.m., and the other 
days I would work until 3.”

Today, Bell said, “I’m in a really good place 
now. I love the people I work with. You get 
to the point where you get business through 
word of mouth and you don’t have to adver-
tise. I have a good network of people.”

Bell explained that she charges by the 
hour, giving clients the flexibility to hire her 
to do as little or as much as they feel comfort-
able with: “With some very young couples, I 
give them a list of what to do. Sometimes I 
come for a few hours to people who want to 
freshen their home, while others want some-
one to completely take over.”

For two couples that moved to apartments 
on Christie Place in Scarsdale, Bell helped 
with the difficult task of downsizing. “It’s 
nice to have somebody come in and be a 
little more objective,” she said. “I definitely 
encourage them to figure out what to keep. A 
lot of times they want to make a completely 
fresh start of it, but I encourage them to take 
a couple of pieces that have meaning. I wor-
ry they’re going to be sad if they don’t take 
some things.”

Bell said she’s not wedded to any partic-
ular style, so it’s important to her to get to 
know what excites her clients.

“I dislike the most when somebody says, ‘I 
have no idea — you go ahead,’” she said. “I 
always encourage them first to go through 
magazines and tear out pictures. I say they’re 
never going to find something that’s just 
right, but maybe there something about the 
room they like, or just the color. I had a per-
son who was going through magazines and 
found a bouquet of flowers, and that was a 
starting point for the whole room.”

Sometimes a client’s own possessions can 
spark a design theme: “Somebody had an 

Egyptian box from a trip, and we ended up 
doing a Moroccan motif for their dining 
room.”

To get an idea of what direction her clients’ 
tastes may lean, she’ll come to an appoint-
ment armed with many pictures of sofas or 
tables. It soon becomes obvious whether 
their tastes tend toward the traditional, the 
contemporary, or that in-between world of 
“transitional” style. But when it comes to de-
signing the actual room, Bell always starts at 
the bottom.

“In terms of color, you always start with 
the carpet,” she said. “Your carpets are your 
biggest investment. They set the tone and 
color. I’ll have 10 carpets delivered to the 
home, because there’s nothing like seeing it 
in your home and flipping back and forth 
and seeing what you like. It’s really a process, 
and when you have a designer it’s less daunt-
ing because we know the order in which to 
do things.”

Bell also loves winning over the clients 
who lack confidence in their design sense: “A 
lot of people think of designers as overbear-
ing, always saying, ‘This is what you should 
do,’ but most of us want to bring out what 
the clients want.

“I have one lady who never had an accesso-
ry in her life (she never even wore any jewelry 
or accessories in her clothing). She had two 
sofas. I don’t think she had a plant, a basket 
or a pull-up chair. In the bedroom there was 
just a bed and two night tables. We’ve been 
together now three years, and we’re really 
excited about the process. She sends me pic-
tures. She just got her first live tree, and she’s 
never had a plant before. It turns out she does 
have a style, but was too scared to even start.”

As for Bell, she loves accessories of all 
kinds. “I love things that look like life, that 
they’ve collected,” she said. “There was a lady 
who said they had gone to the ocean and had 
collected these beautiful rocks. She showed 
them to me, and I said, ‘Let’s display them.’”

Designing for suburban families has made 
Bell aware of the practical considerations. A 
designer might mandate white silk uphol-
stery for a Manhattan client without chil-
dren, but that’s out of the question for active 
families with kids.

“I think back to my city days prechildren 
and how unaware I was, but I never realized 
how bad it was until I had my three,” Bell 
said. “I’m very aware that the family room 
has to be comfortable for the people living 
there. Even the living room does, to some 
extent. It should look dressier than the rest 
of the house, but I think you want the kids 
in there, too. There are so many gorgeous 
fabrics that you never know are synthetic. I 
still love silk and lacquer, but you have to be 
aware of the people living in it.”
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