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When Jet Blue Airways recently offered a travel deal allowing its passengers to fly anywhere in September for just $599, Steve Hofstetter couldn't help himself.
The stand-up comic bought nine plane tickets to different cities the day the offer was announced.

That might sound outrageous, but not for the man who drops $25,000 a year on airfare. Hofstetter is one of America's most relentless young comedians, performing more 300 shows a year across the country. His dry, biting and often profane social commentary on topics like politics and religion has made him a particular favorite among students.

"Touring is always taxing," Hofstetter says. "But it's a lot less taxing than office job with a boss. I would much rather do what I do and be tired than be constantly frustrated. I don't have a boss or any sort of regimen, so I think a little bit of jet lag is worth it."

The Queens-bred comedian rolls into Bethlehem on Thursday, where he'll perform at Lehigh University for  his eighth straight year.

"Lehigh has always welcomed me," says Hofstetter, 29. "It's one of the first schools I ever performed at. I don't know why I've done more shows there than at any other college, but I've always enjoyed it."

Hofstetter is promoting his new album, "Steve Hofstetter's Day Off." It's an entirely improvisational album culled from a live set in Louisville, Ky., that finds him riffing and ranting based on suggestions from the audience, including lengthy bits about audience members' jobs and religion in America. Hofstetter's material is usually prepared, although he often ad-libs at the end of his sets.

The title is an homage to the classic 1980s film, "Ferris Beuller's Day Off," and the artwork features Hofstetter's face supplanted on the film's iconic poster. The album was recorded and released before the Aug. 6 death of that film's director, John Hughes, so its theme is purely coincidental. But Hofstetter recognizes Hughes as an important influence on his own work and a significant voice of a generation.

"Losing John Hughes was unfortunate because we don't have another John Hughes right now, and you can argue that we've been missing him for 15 years," Hofstetter says. "He was so amazing at being a voice for teenagers and capturing their angst. The frustrating thing about being a teen is that you have stuff to say but nobody's listening, and he changed that by writing these immortal movies."

Hofstetter is a Columbia University graduate who first made his name as a sports writer. As a freshman in college, he co-founded the popular Web site "Sports Jerk of the Week," which led to gigs writing for Sports Illustrated, ESPN the Magazine and Maxim. He still hosts National Lampoon's syndicated "Sports Minute" -- a radio feature mocking weekly sports topics -- and has written a sports book for the company entitled, "Balls!"

But it's Hofstetter's sarcastic, confrontational observations that have earned him appearances on CBS' "Late Late Show with Craig Ferguson" and E's "True Hollywood Story" and even ABC's "Barbara Walters Special."

Hofstetter tackles politics, ignorance, pop culture and other pressing issues. He found himself in the middle of a quasi-controversy in 2006 when he publicly scolded popular comedian Larry the Cable Guy for exploiting the "redneck" culture and perpetuating southern stereotypes. The incident coincided with the release of Hofstetter's first official album, "Cure for the Cable Guy," and significant raised his profile.

His mastery of Internet promotion via social networking has also helped his cause: the comedian has more than 200,000 fans on Facebook and another 400,000 on MySpace. If he doesn't quite have a recognizable face yet, people certainly know Hofstetter's name.

"The Web is an amazing way to reach people because it's completely democratic," Hofstetter says. "If you're popular, you're not popular because some guy in a suit says you should be. You're popular because people like your content. I don't want people to add me simply to add me … I want them to add me because they think I'm funny."

Hofstetter is known for reaching out to his fans by employing out-of-the-box marketing techniques. To sell his 2008 album, "Dark Side of the Room," Hofstetter allowed fans to pay whatever they wanted -- including nothing -- for the disc on his Web site and saw good sales in return. Recently, he held a contest where he asked colleges to join his Facebook group, and the school with the most members would get a free show. (Illinois College won.)

"You have to throw as many things at the wall as you can just to see what sticks," Hofstetter says.

While Hofstetter's material resonates the most with college students, the comedian says that isn't what he exactly intended.

"I don't think it's geared to that crowd as much as it's for a population who's willing to listen to what you have to say," he says. "That just happens to be college students. There's a culture in America where the older you get, the more selfish you get. That's because you have more problems, like mortgages and kids. I think that selfishness takes away from willingness to listen to someone else. That's why I do much better with the younger demographic."

Hofstetter doesn't quite see himself as a speaker for young people, but rather, a facilitator for discussion in that generation.

"Right now, I've been talking to the crowd a lot about censorship," he says. "That's something I'm very passionate against, and there's a lot of it in the world. The idea that people are afraid of dialogue is something I want to change."

Hofstetter may soon get the chance to speak on a larger platform. He says he's been in discussions with television networks and film studios about projects, but he's being careful to get the right forum. "I don't want to work on something bad just to get on T.V.," he says.

Until then, Hofstetter is perfectly content with where he is: touring the country and taking advantage of airline deals.

"Being able to tour so much has opened my eyes to what else is out there," Hofstetter says. "That's made me funnier because I understand people better. I'm at a pretty good level right now."
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