Conditions for a hadith to be considered sahih &
the invalidity of moving the finger during tashahud
Bismilahir--rahmanir-rahim

Conditions for hadiths to be considered sahih

1. The first condition is that a hadith must go back to the Prophet (p) by a continuous chain of narrators. There is a difference of opinion here between Bukhari and Muslim, in that Bukhari held that for any two adjacent narrators in a chain of transmission, it must be historically established that the two actually met, whereas Muslim and others stipulated only that their meeting have been possible, such as by one having lived in a particular city that the other is known to have visited at least once in his life. So some hadiths will be acceptable to Muslim that will not be acceptable to Bukhari and those of the mujtahid imams who adopt this criterion.
2. The second condition for a sahih hadith is that the narrators be morally upright. The scholars have disagreed about the definition of this, some accepting that it is enough that a narrator be a Muslim who is not proven to have been unacceptable. Others stipulate that he be outwardly established as having been morally upright, while other scholars stipulate that thus be established inwardly as well. These different criteria are naturally reasons why two mujtahids may differ about the authenticity of a single hadith.
3. The third condition is that the narrators must be known to have had accurate memories. The verification of this is similarly subject to some disagreement between the Imams of hadith, resulting in differences about reliability ratings of particular narrators, and therefore of particular hadiths.
4. The fourth condition for a sahih hadith is that the text and transmission of hadith must be free of shudhudh, or “deviance from established standard narrations of it”. An example is when a hadith is related by five different narrators who are contemporaries of one another, all of whom relate the same hadith from the same sheikh through his chain of transmission back to the Prophet (p). Here, if four of the hadiths have the same wording but one of them is found to have a significantly different wording, the hadith with the different wording is called shadhdh or “deviant”, and it is not accepted, because the difference is naturally assumed to be the mistake of the narrator, since all of the narrators heard the hadith from the same Sheikh.
5. The fifth condition for a sahih hadith is that both the text and chain of transmission must be without ‘illa or “hidden compromising flaw” that alerts experts to expect inauthenticity in it. This point is worth dwelling on for a moment not only because it helps illustrate the processes of ijtihad, but because in-depth expertise in this condition was not common even among top hadith imams. The greatest name in the field was ‘Ali ibn al Madini, one of the sheikhs of Bukhari, though his major work about it is now unfortunately lost. Darqutni is perhaps the most famous specialist in the field whose works exist. In the words of Ibn Salah, himself a hafidh or “hadith master” (someone with at least 100,00 hadiths by memory), the knowledge of the ‘illa or “hidden flaw” is:
Among the greatest of the sciences of hadith, the most exacting, and highest: only scholars of great memorisation, hadith expertise, and penetrating understanding have a thorough knowledge of it. It refers to obscure, hidden flaws that compromise hadiths, “flawed” meaning that a defect is discovered that vitiates the authenticity of a hadith that is outwardly “rigorously authenticated” (sahih). It affects hadiths with reliable chains or narrators that outwardly appear to fulfill all the conditions of a sahih hadith (‘Ulum al-hadith)

Example of a shadhdh (deviant) hadith: Moving the index finger during tashahhud

There is a hadith related by Ahmad, Bayhaqi, Ibn Khuzayma and Ibn Hibban, with a reliable chain of narrators (thiqat) – except for Kulayb ibn Hisham, who is merely “acceptable” (saduq), not “reliable” (thiqa) – that the Companion Wa’il ibn Hujr al Hadrami said that when he watched the Prophet (saws) kneeling in the Tashahhud or “Testification of Faith” of his prayer, the Prophet
Lifted his [index] finger, and I saw him move it, supplicating with it. I came [some time] after that and saw people in [winter] over-cloaks, their hands moving under the cloaks (Ibn Hibban).
Now, all of the versions of the hadith mentioning that the Prophet (saws) moved his finger have been related to us by way of Za’ida ibn Qudama al-Thaqafi, a narrator who is considered reliable, and who transmitted it from the Hadith sheikh ‘Asim ibn Kulayb, who related it from his father Kulayb ibn Shihab, from Wa’il ibn Hujr al-Hadrami. But we find that this version of “moving the finger” contradicts versions of the hadith transmitted from the same sheikh, ‘Asim ibn Kulayb, by no less than ten of ‘Asim’s other students, all of them reliable, who heard ‘Asim report that the Prophet (saws) did not move but rather pointed (ashara) with his index finger (towards the qibla).
These companions of ‘Asim (with their hadiths) are: 
1. Sufyan al-Thawri: “then he pointed with his index finger, putting the thumb to the middle finger by making a ring with them” (al Musannaf); 
2. Sufyan ibn ‘Uyayna: “he joined his thimb and his middle finger to make a ring, and pointed with his index finger” (Ahmad); 
3. Shu’ba ibn al- Hajjaj: “he pointed with his index finger, and formed a ring with the middle one (Ahmad); 
4. Qays ibn al-Rabi’: “then he joined his thumb and middle finger to make a ring, and pointed with his middle finger” (Tabarani); 
5. ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn Ziyad al-‘Abdi: “he made a ring with a finger, and pointed with his index finger” (Ahmad); 
6. ‘Abdullah ibn Idris al-Awdi: “he had joined his thumb and middle finger to make a ring, and raised the finger between them to make du’a (supplication) in the Testification of Faith” (Ibn Majah); 
7. Zuhayr ibn Mu’awiya: “and I saw him [‘Asim] say, ‘Like this,’ – and Zuhayr pointed with his first finger, holding two fingers in, and made a ring with his thumb and second index (middle) finger” (Ahmad); 
8. Abu al- Ahwas Sallam ibn Sulaym: “he began making du’a like this- meaning with his index finger, pointing with it-” (Musnad al Tayalisi); 
9. Bishr ibn al-Mufaddal: “and I saw his [‘Asim] say, ‘Like this,’- and Bishr joined his thumb and middle finger to make a ring, and pointed with his index finger” (Abu Dawud); and 
10. Khalid ibn Abdullah al-Wasiti: “then he hoined his thumb and middle finger to make a ring, and pointed with his index finger” (Bayhaqi).
All of these narrators are reliable (thiqat), and all heard ‘Asim ibn Kulayb relate that the Prophet (saws) “pointed with (ashara bi) his index finger” during the Testimony of Faith in his prayer. There are many other narrations of “pointing with the index finger” transmitted through sheikhs other than ‘Asim, omitted here for brevity – four of them, for example, in Sahih Muslim. The point, for illuistrating the meaning of a shadhdh or “deviant hadith,” is that the version of moving the finger was conveyed only by Za’ida ibn Qudama from ‘Asim. Ibn Khzayma says: “There is not a single hadith containing yuharrikuha (‘he moved it’) except this hadith mentioned by Za’ida” (Ibn Khuzayma).
So we know that the Prophet (saws) used to point with his index finger, and that the version of “moving his finger” is shadhdh or “deviant,” and represents a slip of the narrator, for the word ishara in the majority’s version means only “to point or gesture at,” or “to indicate with the hand,” and has no recorded sense in Arabic of moving or twitching the finger, as verified by lexicons like Ibn al-Manzur’s fifteen volume Lisan al-‘Arab, or Fayruzabadi’s al-Qamus al-Muhit. The interpretation of “pointing” is explicitly borne out by two hadiths, both well authenticated (hasan), related from the companion ‘Abdullah ibn al-Zubayr that “the Prophet (saws) used to point with his index finger when making supplication [in the Testification of Faith] and did not move it” (Abu Dawud) and that he “used to point with his index finger when making supplication, without moving it” (Bayhaqi).
Finally, Imam Bayhaqi has found accord between the Za’ida ibn Qudama hadith and the many hadiths that apparently contradict it by suggesting that moving the finger in the Za’ida hadith may mean simply rafa’a or “lifting” it, a wording explicitly mentioned in one version recorded by Muslim that the Prophet (Saws) “raised the right finger that is next to the thumb, and supplicated with it” (Muslim). So according to Bayhaqi, the contradiction is only apparent, and raising the finger is the “movement” that Wa’il saw the Prophet (saws) and the people’s hands under their cloaks, according to Za’ida’s version, which remains, however, shadhdh or “deviant” from a hadith point of view, unless understood in this limitary sense.
To conclude as stated in the conditions for a hadith to be sahih “The fourth condition for a sahih hadith is that the text and transmission of hadith must be free of shudhudh, or “deviance from established standard narrations of it”. An example is when a hadith is related by five different narrators who are contemporaries of one another, all of whom relate the same hadith from the same sheikh through his chain of transmission back to the Prophet (p). Here, if four of the hadiths have the same wording but one of them is found to have a significantly different wording, the hadith with the different wording is called shadhdh or “deviant”, and it is not accepted, because the difference is naturally assumed to be the mistake of the narrator, since all of the narrators heard the hadith from the same Sheikh.” So if all 10 narrators mention pointing and not moving the finger and one narrator mentions moving the finger – and they all heard it from the same sheikh then it can only be assumed that the narration mentioning the movement of the finger is “deviant” or shadhdh. 
And Allah knows best.
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