Prokeimenon and Responsorial Psalmody
Now, at the end of the singing of the Trisagion, and after the main celebrant has moved to the High Place and given Peace to all the people, everyone in the temple is poised to hear the reading of Scripture. At this point in the Liturgy, though, the first bit of Scripture that we hear is something called a Prokeimenon. In most cases, the prokeimenon is a Psalm verse, and it is sung by the congregation before Scripture is read (in particular, the Apostolic readings). In some ways, we can actually think of the prokeimenon as a warm-up to the Scripture reading. This is evident, I believe, in two distinct ways. First of all, the name itself, “prokeimenon” is a Greek word that could be translated into English as “that which is set before or lies before” or “something that serves as an example.” 
Often times, we Orthodox joke that in the Church we never do anything without preparation. Sometimes we even prepare for the preparation! The prokeimenon is exactly this – preparation. It deliberately “lies before” the Scripture reading to prepare all who are present to receive the life changing and altering words that are about to be proclaimed. The prokeimenon prepares our mind, our body, our heart – and even I dare say our mood – to allow the words of Scripture into our ears, and settle in us, and change us. And, how is this accomplished? It is only accomplished through the way that the prokeimenon is implemented. 
At this point it is worth remembering those words that were made famous by Louis Sullivan: Form follows function. If the function of the prokeimenon is to excite, motivate, and prepare the people to hear Scripture, than its form, or the way that it is carried out at the liturgical gathering, is very important. Actually, the prokeimenon’s form follows something that is called “responsorial psalmody.” This form (or liturgical structure) presupposes that the entire congregation sings along (what better way for all the people to prepare themselves to hear Scripture than by singing psalmody!). However, in order for the congregation to sing along, they need to know what they will be singing. This is precisely why the prokeimenon is introduced first by the reader. In more ancient practices, the reader would actually sing the prokeimenon first (as opposed to just reading it like in our current practice) so that the people know how it is supposed to sound before they sing it. Then, the reader would read a series of verses (not just one) from the same psalm that the prokeimenon was taken. Each time a verse was read, the people would respond (hence, “responsorial psalmody”) by singing the prokeimenon verse. Finally, this entire structure would end with the reader singing the first half of the prokeimenon verse and the congregation singing the second half. What is most important to remember is that the entire prokeimenon, in both its function (to prepare us to hear Scripture) and form (how we actually sing it), is essential for all the all faithful to focus on the word of God. 
