
Prepare for  
a delicious

Gluten-Free Holiday
With some preplanning and ingenuity, celiac patients  
can enjoy a variety of foods and celebrate the season. 

By Maura Keller



C
hristmas Day may not be officially here yet, but 
you can bet many of your clients who celebrate 
the holiday are thinking about and preparing 
for the family feast and all the other festivities 
associated with the season. They’re looking for-

ward to tasting the appetizers, eating the main meal, sampling 
the desserts and, with arms held high, making toasts to family 
and friends with the clink-clink of champagne glasses. 

Clients who have celiac disease, however, may not share 
as much enthusiasm. For them, attending these family soi-
rees and participating in the food preparations can be stress-
ful. After all, they must ensure that every bite of food they take 
contains no gluten. 

But from the holiday turkey dinner to the seasonal treats 
gracing office cubicles, there are plenty of opportunities for 
RDs to help celiac patients celebrate the season with a bang 
and serve up their own special brand of holiday hospitality—
gluten free. Read on to find out how.

Overcoming the Challenges
The reason holiday parties are stressful for celiacs is 

because the majority of favorite foods are carbohydrate based, 
such as cookies, pies, casseroles, and breads. “These foods are 
wheat/gluten-based products that pose a danger for someone 
with celiac [disease],” says Jaime Schehr, ND, RD, CDN, a pri-
vate practitioner in New York City. In addition, holiday spreads 
often are served buffet style, preventing anyone from determin-
ing the ingredients to ensure the foods are gluten free. 

Another common challenge celiac patients face each holi-
day is that family and friends often cook for a group. And even if 
they know one of their guests has celiac disease, they may not 
know how to properly assess gluten-free ingredients, Schehr 
explains. 

“Many times I’ve seen people bring dishes they call gluten 
free because they didn’t see the words ‘wheat’ or ‘gluten’ in the 
ingredients; however, the cook usually is unaware of hidden 
sources of gluten,” Schehr says. 

What’s more, celiac patients may have to question dishes 
that normally don’t contain gluten, says Bernadette Latson, 
MS, RD, LD, an assistant professor in the department of clini-
cal nutrition at The University of Texas Southwestern Medical 
Center in Dallas. “At a recent housewarming party, we learned 
later that the delicious deviled eggs added to the snack table 
by a welcoming neighbor included bread crumbs as a ‘secret 
ingredient.’ This is a pretty nontraditional addition to deviled 
eggs that left the conscientious party host shocked.”

If it isn’t possible to confirm what every item on the buffet 
table contains, celiacs should stick to what they know. They 
should eat the fruits and vegetables, nuts, olives, plain meats 
(not deli meats), and cheeses. 

Karen Ansel, RD, CDN, an American Dietetic Association 
spokesperson, says celiac patients should do some research 
and develop a plan if they want to enjoy holiday cuisine. “With a 
little leg work, people with celiac can enjoy the holidays if they 
ask the host or caterer of the event they’re attending what foods 
will be served. That way, they’ll know exactly what they can and 
can’t eat.”

While homemade holiday treats are what many people enjoy, 
Ansel says there are several packaged gluten-free foods on 
store shelves. “Today nearly every supermarket has a gluten-
free section,” Ansel says. “There are also loads of gluten-free 
goodies available through mail order.”

Latson says dietitians should explain to patients that the 
bright side of navigating parties and packaged food aisles is that 
it encourages celiacs to be assertive in taking care of them-
selves, and it forces them to eat mindfully. “Mindful eating ben-
efits both body and spirit and is woefully underpracticed in our 
western world,” Latson adds. 

Schehr says the most important advice she gives celiac 
patients is to make their favorite dish and bring it along. “Even if 
[the dish] isn’t the healthiest, if it’s something they enjoy, they’ll 
be able to partake in the celebratory foods at the party,” Schehr 
assures. “Often when someone brings their favorite treat, they 
can enjoy eating it and feel less deprived.”

Gluten-Free Stocking Stuffers 
Food Ideas
Chocolates (stay away from malt) 
Fruit  
Tea bags or loose tea with tea ball 
Instant or flavored coffee 
Candied nuts, chocolate-covered nuts, or plain nuts
Dried or candied fruit 
Fruit leather 
Schär’s hazelnut wafer candy bars 
Lemon drops 
Gluten-free soy sauce packets 
Toaster bags (very helpful when visiting others) 

Nonfood Ideas
Cooking utensils
Gluten-free recipe cards
Gluten-free cookbooks
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Simple Holiday Fare Celiacs Can Eat
Due to the rising number of celiac patients and the 

increased awareness of the disease, ‘going gluten free 
has become easier than ever. “Depending on the state, 
there are places all over that cater to gluten-free 
diets, giving individuals the same feel as if going into 
a bakery or restaurant,” Schehr says. “Some gener-
ally safe gluten-free desserts include dark chocolate, 
flourless chocolate cake, certain ice creams and sor-
bets, and fruit pies with gluten-free crust.”

While many specialty stores and grocery store 
chains are well stocked with ready-to-eat gluten-
free snacks, cookies, and desserts, these grab-’n‘-go 

Gluten-Free Desserts 
Flan
Pumpkin custard
Chocolate and pistachio-covered dates 
Fruit compotes 
Flourless chocolate cake 
Cannolis with gluten-free shells
Cream with fruit 
Baked apples 
Poached pears in red wine 
Rice pudding (coconut, cinnamon, almond, etc)

Chocolate Peppermint Cookies

Gluten-Free Cookies: From Shortbreads to Snickerdoodles, 
Brownies to Biscotti—50 Recipes for Cookies You Crave, by 
Luane Kohnke (Sellers Publishing Inc., 2011), makes a great 
gift for people who need or wish to follow a gluten-free diet. 
The book contains tips for maintaining a gluten-free kitchen, 
a list of gluten-free baking ingredients, as well as sources 
for the items. It has special chapters for classic cookies, 
children’s cookies, and cookies for special celebrations. 
This recipe is from the book.

Makes 30 to 36 cookies

Crunchy on the outside, fudgy on the inside, that’s what 
these yummy peppermint cookies are like. If you’re a fan 
of the flavorful combination of chocolate and peppermint, 
these will be on your must-make list.

Ingredients
11⁄2 cups powdered sugar
2⁄3 cup Dutch-process cocoa
2 large egg whites 
1⁄8 tsp salt
1⁄2 tsp pure vanilla extract
1⁄2 tsp pure peppermint extract
1⁄2 cup mini chocolate chips

Directions
1. Preheat oven to 350˚F. Line cookie sheets with parchment.
2. In a medium bowl, sift together the powdered sugar and 

cocoa. 
3. In the small bowl of an electric mixer, combine egg whites and 

salt. Set mixer speed to high and beat until soft peaks form. Add 
sugar-cocoa mixture, 1 T at a time, until thoroughly combined. Set 
mixer speed to low. Mix in vanilla and peppermint extracts. Add 
chocolate chips and mix until thoroughly combined. Dough will have 
consistency of thick frosting.

4. Using a small cookie scoop, shape dough into 1-inch 
mounds and drop onto prepared cookie sheets, spacing them 
about two inches apart. Bake until tops are shiny and faintly 
cracked, about 10 to 12 minutes. Cool completely on cookie 
sheets. 

5. Store cookies in an airtight container for up to five days. 

Nutrient Analysis based on 30 servings
Calories: 46; Total fat: 3 g; Sat fat: 1 g; Trans fat 0 g; 

Cholesterol: 0 mg; Sodium: 14 mg; Total carbohydrate: 9 g; 
Dietary fiber: 1 g; Sugars 7 g; Protein 1 g
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gems also can take a bite out of the wallet. “So preparing glu-
ten-free holiday items at home is a great option,” Latson says. 
Nothing beats custom-made trail mix for the flavor that com-
bines sweet and salty. You can take the basic trail mix recipe 
from www.chex.com/recipes and create many variations based 
on favorite ingredients, including M&Ms, chocolate chips, and 
dried cranberries or cherries, in addition to gluten-free pret-
zels, nuts, and sunflower seeds.

For a classic decadent chocolate dessert, you can make flour-
less chocolate cake with ingredients you already have at home. 
“The recipe is in many cookbooks and also online at www.all 
recipes.com,” Latson says. Rice Krispies squares are easy for 
kids to make using gluten-free puffed rice and most brands of 
marshmallows with the addition of M&Ms or chocolate chips. 

Latson adds that during the holidays, seasonal desserts 
such as baked apples or poached pears are special treats 
everyone can enjoy. “Puréed pumpkin is a great gluten-free 
seasonal ingredient that can be included in gluten-free pan-
cakes and other desserts,” Latson explains. 

“When serving a child or anyone for whom you hadn’t 
planned a gluten-free dessert, ice cream is a great standby and 
can be served with a variety of gluten-free toppings, such as 
crushed nuts, sprinkles, or chocolate syrup, to make it just as 
special as the cake and ice cream [everyone else is eating].”

— Maura Keller is a Minneapolis-based writer and editor.

Swiss-Style Meringue

Bernadette Latson, MS, RD, LD, provides her favorite 
recipe for a gluten-free Swiss-style meringue, a dessert 
base or cup that includes just three ingredients. European 
restaurants call this Pavlova.

Serves 6 to 8

Ingredients
4 egg whites 
1⁄4 tsp cream of tartar 
1⁄4 cup sugar 

Directions
1. Allow eggs to come to room temperature and then 

beat along with the cream of tartar until frothy. Gradually 
add the sugar until the mixture forms stiff peaks. Check 
between your fingers to ensure the sugar is fully dissolved. 

2. Scoop or ladle the mixture on to a cookie sheet, and 
gently create an indentation with the back of the ladle. Bake 
at 250˚F for at least 1 hour until meringue becomes dry and 

crisp. Cool on a rack. These may be stored in an airtight 
container for several weeks. Serve as cookies or as a 
container for fresh fruit topped with a little whipped cream. 

Nutrient Analysis based on 6 servings
Calories: 44; Total fat: 0 g; Sat fat: 0 g; Trans fat 0 g; 

Cholesterol: 0 mg; Sodium: 37 mg; Total carbohydrate: 9 g; 
Dietary fiber: 0 g; Sugars 9 g; Protein 2 g

Our efforts span the full spectrum 
of celiac disease support and research

With You
From Care to Cure

• Professional education programs
•  Trailblazing research aimed at 

curing celiac disease by 2026

• Expert diagnosis and treatment
• Free screening days
• Gluten-free Care Packages

Learn more at
www.cureceliacdisease.org

Join us in Chicago!
For the 15th International Celiac Disease Symposium in 2013

The University of Chicago 
Celiac Disease Center
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