
Denise Cerreta still remembers 
how her mouth watered when, as a 
child of eight, she gazed longingly at 
heaps of plump strawberries at a farm-
ers’ market in atlanta. she asked her 
dad if she could have some, but he said 
no, they were too expensive. as the 
family returned to its car, a young man 
bounded up to her father, holding out 
a pint of the sweet-scented fruit. “sir,  
i hope you don’t mind,” he said, “i 
bought these for your daughter.”

that stranger’s impulsive act of 
kindness made a lasting impression 
on Cerreta. Forty years later, at age 47, 

she’s on a similar mission. as founder 
of One World everybody eats, a pay-
what-you-want restaurant in salt 
Lake City, Utah, Cerreta is deter-
mined to change the way restaurants 
do business and to bring delicious, 
healthful food to everyone, even those 
who can’t pay. although skeptics told 
her that a restaurant based on cus-
tomer donations could never survive 
(“these are liberals playing games 
with the reality known as life,” said 
rush Limbaugh of the eatery), the en-
terprise is debt-free and will have its 
sixth anniversary in June.  

No Prices.
No Menu. 
No Waste.
> Denise Cerreta gave up 
her successful acupuncture 
practice to open a pay-
what-you-want restaurant 
that helps feed the world. 
Here’s how she broke all the 
rules and came out ahead
>> by Jennifer Margulis
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Located in a converted two-story 
red brick building not far from the Uni-
versity of Utah, One World everybody 
eats serves organic, freshly prepared 
dishes, buffet style, in four cozy din-
ing areas decorated with bright hang-
ings and hand-carved statues from 
india. the menu changes every day 
and includes options that impress even 
the most sophisticated eaters. a hand- 
lettered notice asks customers to “do-
nate a fair, respectable amount” similar 
to what they’d pay in other restaurants. 
anyone too strapped to make even the 
most minimal payment can volunteer to 

wash dishes, cut vegetables, clean up or 
garden (one hour = one meal), and rice 
and dal are always free. since the reces-
sion took hold, the number of custom-
ers earning meals through volunteering 
has doubled, but the average donation 
has remained at a steady $8 to $10 per 
meal, and the 60-seat eatery is attract-
ing as many paying diners as in the past. 

Here, tourists, judges, business-
men and even the mayor of salt Lake 
City, ralph Becker, dine alongside 
single mothers, laborers, college stu-
dents and street people. Cerreta says 
she’s seen lasting friendships form as 

strangers sit down together at tables 
seating two to six people. When they 
go to the buffet counter to be served, 
there’s only one rule: Don’t ask for 
more than you can eat. Food is never 
wasted, because every scrap is either 
consumed or composted. (Meat bones 
are thrown in the trash only after be-
ing boiled for soup.) that’s unheard 
of at conventional restaurants, where 
diners’ leftovers are thrown away. 

“We have three Dumpsters outside 
our restaurant,” says a salt Lake City 
restaurateur who manages a branch 
of a $28 million seafood chain (and 
who asked to remain anonymous). 
“after weekends, they are filled to the 
brim with garbage, at least half of 
which is food.” at One World every-
body eats, on the other hand, by the 
end of an average night, there’s a 
quarter of a 10-gallon can of garbage 
and one or two five-gallon buckets of 
food scraps, which are composted at 
a nearby community garden that also 

More   second acts  no prices. no menu. no waste.

Anyone too strapped to make 
even the most minimal payment can 
volunteer to wash dishes, cut vegetables, 
serve food or clean up (one hour =  
one meal), and rice and dal are always free. 



serves as a site for educational pro-
grams. Cerreta says it’s the savings 
from this lack of waste that enables 
the restaurant to be self-sustaining.

a curvy woman with luminous ha-
zel eyes and a broad smile, Cerreta had 
zero experience running a restaurant 
when she jumped into the food busi-
ness. she’d moved to salt Lake City 
to open an acupuncture clinic in 1997,  
after studying acupuncture and herb-
al remedies at the international insti-
tute of Chinese Medicine, in santa Fe. 
the clinic was very successful: she 
saw from 20 to 25 clients a day and 
made good money. But, at 41, after 
running the business for five years, 
she “hit a spiritual glass ceiling,” she 
says. she’d come to believe that most 
of her patients were lonely rather than 
ill. “Loneliness is an undiagnosed dis-
ease in this country, and i wanted to 
change that,” she says. a café where 
customers could socialize seemed like 
a worthwhile enterprise. 

in 2002, with no idea what she was 
getting into, Cerreta opened a small 
coffee and sandwich shop in the 
building that housed her clinic. she 
called it smoochy’s One World 7-10, 
envisioning it as a healthy alternative 
to 7-eleven stores. she hired five peo-
ple and funneled all the profits from 
her acupuncture practice into running 
the shop. six months into the venture, 
however, the shop wasn’t attracting 
enough customers to cover costs. 

realizing that she couldn’t run two 
businesses at the same time, she folded 
the clinic, let the coffee shop staff go 
and ran smoochy’s herself. she opened 
an hour earlier than before, hoping to 
bring in more customers. “i honestly 
wasn’t sure what was coming next. it 
was like throwing myself down the 
Grand Canyon,” she says. For the next 
four months, she struggled, doing all 
the food preparation, shopping and 
cleaning. she maxed out her credit 
cards and could barely pay her rent. 

then came the lowest point: Her car 
was repossessed. Concerned friends 
told her she was crazy to keep the shop 
going. still, Cerreta was positive that 
food was somehow in her destiny.

although she isn’t a religious woman 
in the conventional sense, Cerreta says 
her faith and prayer allowed her to per-
severe. One particularly stressful day, 
when Cerreta had run out of sandwich 
meat and had no money to buy more, a 
local street person named Doggers en-
tered the shop and handed her $50. 
“He said, ‘Denise, i have some money 
but no place to cook. if i buy you some 
food, will you make it for me?’ ” Cerreta 
remembers. she walked with him to 
the grocery store, and when she  
explained her predicament, Doggers 
offered to buy her the roast beef and 
turkey she needed. “now he can eat at 
One World anytime he wants for free,” 
Cerreta says. “it’s amazing how the an-
swers to your prayers aren’t what you 
think they’re going to be.”  



a few years earlier, Cerreta had 
learned to trust her intuition and lis-
ten to what the universe, or her own 
subconscious, was trying to tell her. 
she’d been training in martial arts and 
was about to take a test for her yel-
low belt when she had an overwhelm-
ing feeling that something would 
go wrong. she went ahead with the 
test anyway and ripped a muscle in 
her groin so badly that her left thigh 
turned black from bruising. Cerreta 
thought she’d be bedridden for weeks, 
but she promised herself that if her  
leg healed sooner, she’d never again 

ignore such a strong feeling. the leg 
healed in 10 days. 

that’s why Cerreta paid attention 
in June 2003 when, about a month  
after her experience with Doggers, 
she had what she describes as a Field 
of Dreams moment: a strong feeling 
that she needed to let customers pay 
whatever they wanted. “it was such 
an unusual phenomenon, and it hasn’t 
happened to me since,” she says, 
laughing at how unlikely it sounds. 

Cerreta recalls the first customer 
who came in after her revelation—a 
dark-eyed woman glowing with good 
health. “Just price your own food,” 
Cerreta told her. the woman looked 
shocked but dropped her money  
into a basket on the counter, smiled 
and left. Cerreta, not checking to see 
how much the woman had paid, felt a 
surge of recognition, thinking, oh my 
gosh, this is my purpose. 

the event marked the beginning 
of Cerreta’s economic turnaround. 
Operating a coffee shop on a pay-
what-you-want basis was so unusual 
that people started flocking to it. en-
couraged, Cerreta decided to expand 
beyond sandwiches and started of-
fering one dish cooked with fresh, 
local produce every day. at first, the 
news about the restaurant spread by 
word of mouth, and then in septem-
ber 2003 the associated Press wrote 
a news story that started, “salt Lake 
City’s One World Café breaks two of 
the most fundamental rules of the 
restaurant business: it has no menu 
and no prices.” the article was picked 
up by newspapers across the country 
and gained her both local customers 
and interested tourists.

it took Cerreta two years to get 
back on her feet financially. then, 
with her charitable goals of fighting 
hunger and educating people about 
waste uppermost in her mind, she 
sought nonprofit status, which the 
irs granted in 2006. in effect, Cer-
reta gave the enterprise away. “it’s 
not mine anymore,” she says in a voice 
both triumphant and wistful. the 
nonprofit status also meant her eat-
ery could not call itself a restaurant or 
café. it’s now a community kitchen, 

running the numbers 

$370,000+ 
Donations received by One World  
Everybody Eats (OWEE) in 2008

$288,000 
Annual cost of operating OWEE

80 to 130 
Number of customers served  
per day 

2,000+
Number of people who exchanged 
one hour of volunteer work for a 
meal in 2008

3,000+
Number of people who had a basic 
complimentary meal in 2008

$20 
Price of an apron made by Cerreta  
(on her own time) and sold to 
raise funds at oneworldevery 
bodyeats.com/supportus.html

$8 to $14
Starting hourly wage for  
OWEE staff

$15,000
Denise Cerreta’s annual salary

200
Pounds of food scraps composted 
every month by OWEE
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part of the One World everybody eats 
Foundation, with a board of directors 
that oversees operations. Cerreta is a 
paid employee whose job description 
includes doing outreach to nonprofit 
groups around the country, speaking 
about food waste and world hunger, 
and mentoring small business own-
ers. the work suits her perfectly. Cer-
reta is enthusiastic and outgoing, but 
also thoughtful and patient. 

as part of her mission, she spent  
a month in Denver mentoring the 
founders of the nonprofit saMe Café 
(so all May eat), which opened its 
doors in 2006; and she helped create a 
sister community kitchen called One 
World spokane, which launched in 
2008. Cerreta also advised a no-waste, 
pay-what-you-want commercial eatery  

in a modest, artsy-looking studio 
apartment above the restaurant, and 
practices yoga and meditates. she 
talks every day with her 84-year-old 
mother, who lives in Canton, Ohio.

Despite Cerreta’s success with One 
World everybody eats, the nonprofit 
has had its share of growing pains. 
Last October, after a series of book-
keeping and accountability snafus 
plunged the organization into debt, 
the board of directors fired the long-
time general manager, and three  
angry staffers staged a highly publi-
cized walkout. Cerreta promptly 
went to work in the kitchen herself 
until the board hired new staff. the 
organization is solvent once again.

the same month, Cerreta orga-
nized a one-day pay-what-you-want 

“If we could eliminate waste  
in restaurants, agriculture, grocery  
stores, wherever food is served or har
vested,” she says, “I believe we would 
have enough food to feed the world.” 

campaign in more than 20 local res-
taurants, with a portion of their prof-
its going to hunger-related charities. 
the project, part of a World Food Day 
initiative, raised around $3,350, and, 
more important, Mayor Becker says, 
it also raised people’s consciousness 
about food waste. so, despite some 
snarky press, personnel difficulties 
and rush Limbaugh’s jabs, Cerreta’s 
local influence is on the rise. “she bor-
ders on being a holy person,” Becker 
says. “she has an incredible heart and 
a creative mind, and she shares that 
strength with the community.”

Cerreta also has a dream big enough 
to fill the rest of her life. “if we could 
eliminate waste in restaurants, agri-
culture, grocery stores and wherever 
food is served or harvested,” she says, 
“i believe we would have enough food 
to feed the world.” 

JenniFer MarGULis is a travel and cul-
ture writer who lives in ashland, Oregon.

called Potager, which opened in Jan-
uary 2009 in arlington, texas. Like-
minded groups in Durham, north 
Carolina, and Charleston, south 
Carolina, are planning to open com-
munity kitchens this year. she also 
urges other commercial restaurant 
owners to reduce waste by allowing 
patrons to choose from small, medium 
and large portion sizes.

While Cerreta says she makes less 
money now than she did when she 
owned her acupuncture business, 
she lives comfortably. Because of her 
travel and charitable work, people 
sometimes think she has a trust fund. 
she doesn’t. What she does have is  
a fulfilling and rich lifestyle. in her 
free time, she gardens and works on 
crafts projects (using donated yarn  
to crochet baby blankets that are 
sold at the kitchen). she takes long 
walks in the park with Gertrude, the 
mutt that she found starving on the 
streets of Bangalore, india. she lives 
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