
Go Light for Good Luck: Healthy Meal Swaps 

for St. Patrick’s Day 
 

By April Bennett, Nutrition Program Manager 

When you think of St. Patrick’s Day foods you might think of corned beef and cabbage, shepherd’s pie, or 
Irish soda bread, and probably beer, especially if it’s green. If you are thinking of having any of these foods 
make an appearance at your table this holiday but would like some healthier alternatives, here are some 
suggestions: 

Think green, dark leafy greens! While cabbage may be the typical choice, try mixing it up with other greens 
like kale, collard greens, or turnip greens which are still very traditional but pack more vitamins and 
nutrients. Broccoli or brussels sprouts would also be great choices. 

Craving a shamrock shake? How about making your own with low-fat yogurt and frozen bananas for 
sweetness? Add peppermint extract for that classic minty flavor or throw in some fresh mint leaves! 

Potatoes may be one of the first foods we associate with Irish cooking but for a healthier alternative, try 
swapping white potatoes for sweet potatoes which contain more fiber, vitamin A, and beta carotene. 

Did you know that corned beef is an American St. Patrick’s Day tradition and not an Irish one? It’s also high in 
cholesterol, saturated fat, and sodium. Take a cue from the Irish and opt for more traditional proteins like 
lamb or chicken. If you must have corned beef, look for an extra lean cut and trim any visible fat before 
cooking. 

Here’s a recipe full of healthy swaps like the ones discussed above but will still make any meal feel festive, 
March 17th or otherwise: 

Sweet Potato Shepherd’s Pie 

Yield: 2 9x13 pans for 24-30 servings 

Ingredients 
Sweet Potato Topping:  
2 large sweet potatoes 
1 teaspoon olive oil 
2 teaspoons minced rosemary 
Pinch of salt 
Pinch of black pepper 
Filling:  
1 cup lentils 
1 bay leaf 
¼ teaspoon salt  
1 teaspoon olive oil  
1 yellow onion, diced 
1 stalk celery, diced 
1 bell pepper, diced (whichever color you prefer) 
1 pound ground chicken or turkey  
1 clove of garlic, minced 
2 Tablespoons tomato paste 
1 cup chicken broth (low-sodium) 

continued... 



THE JEFFERSON: Growing Farms, Foods, and Futures  
March 2021 

Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 

Pinch of crushed red pepper 
1 Tablespoon Worcestershire sauce 

1 Tablespoons soy sauce (low-sodium) 
1 teaspoon fresh thyme leaves 
1 teaspoon smoked paprika 
¼ cup frozen edamame 
½ cup minced spinach 

Directions: 
1. Preheat oven to 375 degrees. Prick each sweet potato several times with a fork and wrap with foil and 
place on baking sheet. Roast for about 1 hour. Set aside to cool.  Unwrap carefully (it’ll be hot!) and scoop 
out flesh and transfer to a bowl. Mix the olive oil, rosemary, salt and pepper. Set aside.  
2. Grease 2 9x13 casserole dishes and set aside. 
3. In a large saucepot place the lentils, bay leaf, salt, and broth in and bring to a boil and lower heat. Simmer 
uncovered until the lentils are soft but not mushy, stirring occasionally 15 to 20 minutes. Discard the bay leaf 

and drain mixture into a colander or fine-mesh strainer. 
4. To a medium saucepan, set over medium heat, add the olive oil. Add the ground chicken or turkey and 
cook for about 4 minutes, until mostly cooked.  Drain any excess fat and set aside.  Next, add the onion, 
celery, and bell pepper and cook until soft, about 6-8 minutes. Next add the garlic, tomato paste, salt, 
crushed red pepper, Worcestershire, soy sauce, smoked paprika, and thyme leaves. Give it a stir and taste, 
add salt and pepper to correct seasonings as needed.  Lastly mix in the lentils, minced spinach, and 
edamame.  
5. Add the ground meat filling to each dish. Top with the sweet potato topping and smooth it into an even 
layer. Transfer to the oven, cover and bake for 20 minutes. Remove foil, turn oven to broil, and bake another 
3-5 minutes until the top is slightly browned. Serve hot. 

 

Make ahead: Both the filling and the roasted sweet potatoes can be made ahead and refrigerated up to 2 
days before assembling and baking.  
 
Freezing: This recipe freezes well; after assembling, cover and freeze. Thaw overnight in the refrigerator and 
bake uncovered at 350°F for 35 to 45 minutes, or until filling is bubbling at the edges. 
 
Tips: For a quicker version, use canned or frozen sweet potatoes. For a vegetarian version, just omit the 

ground meat. 
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